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Give Your Tears To The Tide 
by makeshift_moth 


Summary 


Lights shone through the water, illuminating the form of a young mer with swirling purple 
fins. 


The owner clapped his hands and crowed, 
"Hitoshi! You've got another visitor. Quite popular tonight, aren't you?" 


The mer slowly turned to face them. As his face came into the light, Shouta's breath froze in 
his chest. 


Dull purple eyes blinked up at him from above the rim of a tight metal muzzle. 


Notes 


Trigger Warning: There will be several references to past SA throughout this fic. Nothing will 
be too graphic, but it's a common undertone in a lot of the interactions. Please do not read if 
this will be triggering for you! 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Chapter 1 


Hizashi's new cave was perfect. 


It was much larger than the one in the old harbor. The walls were lined with nooks and 
baskets to hold all of his tools and trinkets. Several alcoves had been hewn into the walls, 
each one big enough for a hammock, heater, and anything else a mer might need. Lights and 
bioluminescent algae worked together to illuminate the water. 


He and Kayama had their own rooms and there was plenty of space to expand the cave or 
even make a new one. 


Everything was perfect and yet... 


Hizashi's eyes strayed to the empty alcove that was nestled above his. The curtain had been 
pulled back to reveal a hammock. It swayed gently in the current, empty and unused. Unable 
to fight his instincts, Hizashi rose through the water and gently ran his fingers through the 
woven fibers. 


He had spent days making it, hardly realizing what he was doing until he held the finished 
product in his arms. The newest hammock was a perfect fit for an adolescent mer. 


But there was no one to use it. 


Hizashi swallowed hard, trying to shove down the primal fear that always flared up when he 
thought about Izuku. 


It had been almost a month since he had returned to that... monster. 


Hizashi tried to be logical. He told himself that there was no reason to panic yet. They had all 
known that it would be a while before it was safe for Izuku to make contact. 


The knowledge didn't make the separation any easier. 


Trying to keep his nervous thoughts at bay, Hizashi busied himself tidying up the unused 
alcove. He carefully scoured the walls and floor, ridding it of any trace of unwelcome algae 
or debris. 


These newfound paternal instincts were strange to him. 


Izuku had only been in his life for one day and one night. It shouldn't be this hard to be 
separated from him. He and Shouta had always known that they would never be able to have 
pups of their own and he had made peace with that fact long ago. 


But for some reason, Izuku's absence had left a gaping hole in his heart that seemed to grow 
larger every day. The pup wasn't even his, but his mind was constantly drawn back to the 
memories of those weary eyes. 


Anxious thoughts swirled through his mind as he rearranged the various gifts and trinkets he 
had stashed away in the alcove. 


What was Hisashi doing to Izuku? Had he found out about the new tracker? Was Izuku eating 
enough? Was he being hurt? 


He didn't know any of the answers and it was tearing him apart. 


A small chime echoed through the water, tearing him away from his anxious nesting 
behavior. 


The alert system was another benefit of the new cave. With the installation of underwater 
speakers, the humans could easily call a meeting and vice versa. Hizashi insisted that he be 
included in every meeting, no matter how small. He knew that the humans meant well, but a 
mer's perspective was essential to their shared mission. 


As the alert echoed and died out, he remembered that Shouta would be heading out on a 
scouting mission soon. His mate was probably the one who had sent the call. 


The idea of seeing his mate calmed his nervous energy a bit. He definitely needed the man's 
stoic, grounding presence right now. 


Hizashi gave the alcove one last searching look, then backed out and closed the privacy 
curtain. 


He quickly swam out of the cave, relishing the clean water that flowed through his gills. 


The old harbor had been a reliable hiding place for the past few years, but he definitely didn't 
miss the murky water or the dirty floors. Their new headquarters was much better. The 
enclosed bay was large and well-protected from weather and predators. As he swam, 
Hizashi's eyes darted over the rough stone walls. 


There was plenty of space for more mer caves in the future. It would be the perfect sanctuary 
for anyone who needed help or a new place to call home. 


The hopeful thought encouraged him as he rose toward the light. He couldn't keep Shouta 
waiting. 


He surfaced near the dock, blinking as he caught sight of his mate. 


Shouta had ditched his usual scruffy black clothing and was wearing an expensive-looking 
suit. His long hair was tied back in a ponytail, with a few strands framing his face. 


Hizashi let out a whistling chirp at the sight. 
"Looking good!" 


Shouta tugged at his collar, looking distinctly uncomfortable. 


"I'm still not sure why I need to do this," he grumbled. "Vlad can dress up in a suit and tie 
just as easily as I can." 


"True, but you've got that intimidating mob boss look in your favor. Positively fierce!" 


Shouta grimaced, but Hizashi noticed a hint of pink in his cheeks. His mate was so cute when 
he got flustered. 


He gave a chittering laugh and rested his arms on the edge of the dock. 
"So, you're checking out that club tonight?" 

"Yeah. It's for high-rollers only, so I guess I need to look the part." 
"Do you really think there are mers in there?" 


"The club owners have been asking around in the black market lately. The fact that they 
know who to talk to makes me think they've already got at least one mer." 


A low growl emerged from Hizashi's throat. Shouta offered a small smile and leaned down to 
cup Hizashi's cheek. He melted into the touch, softly kissing Shouta's palm. 


"If there's anyone in there, I'll get them out." 

"I know you will. It just... It never gets easier." 

"You're right. But every effort counts. We need to make the most of these new resources." 
Hizashi went quiet for a moment. 

"Still no news from Izuku?" 


"You'll be the first to know," Shouta promised, gently stroking his cheek. "He's a smart kid 
and it's only a matter of time before he makes contact. But we need to move on our own until 
then. I'm sure that's what he would want." 


Hizashi nodded, heart aching at the reminder that Izuku was out of reach. Shouta's concerned 
eyes lingered on him, but Hizashi gave a bright smile. He had to be present for his mate's 
sake. 


"You'll do great Shou. Bring back a new pod member for us, will ya?" 
The dark-haired gave a wry smile and got to his feet. 


"I'll do my best." 


Shouta regretted every moment that led him to this point in life. 


Clubs were the opposite of his specialty. He was made for back-alley deals, dingy bars, and 
whispered conversations. Everything in here was bright, loud, and completely 
overwhelming. 


The Siren Song was a mer-themed club, but he hadn't spotted any real mers yet. The dancers 
wore garish costumes that resembled scales and humans wearing fake tails writhed in 
glowing tanks of water. Neon lights pulsed in time with music as intoxicated people swirled 
around him. 


Shouta's skull pounded with every beat. He longed to disappear, but he had a job to do. If 
there was a mer here, he was going to find them. 


He leaned against the bar, eyes scanning the colorful crowd. He had already identified all the 
exits, but there were a few doors that he hadn't investigated. As he carefully scanned the 
scene, one of the doors flew open. A disheveled man stumbled forward, his wild eyes 
shining. 


The door was quickly closed behind him and a pair of bouncers stepped in front of it. 
Shouta's eyes narrowed as he noticed one key detail about the wild-eyed man. 
His hair was wet. 


Shouta set down his drink and moved to apprehend his new target. As he approached, his 
eyes lingered on the man's expensive watch and clothing. He had missed half of the buttons 
on his shirt and his jacket was sliding off his shoulders. All the details painted a picture of a 
wealthy man who had no regard for social rules or appearances. 


Shouta sidled up next to him and stuck out a foot. The man stumbled forward, but Shouta 
quickly steadied him, trying not to gag as he breathed in a mixture of sweat, cologne, and 
alcohol. 


"You'd better watch where you're going," he said lightly, pulling the man upright. "It's a 
pretty wild night." 


The man guffawed, smoothing back his wet hair. 
"You're right about that! Oh what a night..." 


He swayed in place, eyes slightly unfocused. He didn't seem to mind as Shouta guided him 
toward the bar and settled him on a stool. 


Shouta ordered a pair of drinks and slid one over to the intoxicated man. He clearly didn't 
need more alcohol, but inebriation was one of his best tools when it came to finding 
information. 


"m-thankya very much," the man slurred, downing the drink in one shot. He raised the glass 
with a shaky hand and grinned, "Here'sto m' new friend!" 


Shouta smiled, then lowered his voice. 


"Since we're friends now, I must admit that this is my first visit." 


"Welc'me tothe best club inthe world," the man hiccuped, patting him on the back. Shouta 
raised his eyebrows theatrically. 


"That's high praise. Now don't get me wrong, the main floor is fine, but I expected a little bit 
more for the price." 


He leaned forward conspiratorially and whispered, "Although... I've heard there's something 
extra special that's kept off the record. You seem like a man who knows a lot about this 
place." 


The stranger gave a lopsided grin. 
"m not s'pposed to tell..." 


Shouta slid the second drink over the counter, and pressed a finger to his lips. The stranger 
happily took the new drink and mumbled, 


"Pay those bouncers and you'll have-(hic)-have a good time." 
He gestured toward the door he came from. 
"Many thanks my friend," 


Shouta clapped him on the shoulder and got to his feet. He wound his way through the crowd 
until he was face to face with the large bouncers. They looked him up and down, expressions 
unreadable. 


Shouta opened his jacket slightly and revealed a thick wad of cash in the pocket. 
"I heard you've got something special in the back. Mind if I take a look?" 


The two men glanced at each other, then stepped back and opened the door. Shouta slipped 
them the money as he passed. The deafening music grew muted as the door closed behind 
him. 


He was in a hallway with dark, highly-polished walls. Threads of neon purple light ran along 
the top, bathing everything in a cool glow. 


Before he could take a step forward, a small man emerged from around the corner. 


Shouta carefully schooled his expression as he recognized him as the owner of the club. The 
man beamed at the sight of him, clapping his hands together. 


"Welcome, welcome! Is this your first visit?" 
Shouta nodded. 


"Splendid! Please, follow me." 


He fell in step behind the short man, eyes sweeping his surroundings. 


"Most people only come here for the lights and music, but I can see you're a man who enjoys 
the finer things in life. Tell me, how much do you know about mers?" 


Shouta's heart leapt as his suspicions were confirmed. 
"A fair amount. I'm a bit of an enthusiast." 


"Well then I think you'll be quite satisfied with our private accommodations," the club owner 
laughed. He turned a corner and pushed open a large door. 


Shouta followed him into the room. 


A shallow pool was sunken into the floor, surrounded by lavish couches. Lights shone 
through the water, illuminating the form of a young mer with swirling purple fins. 


The owner clapped his hands and crowed, 
"Hitoshi! You've got another visitor. Quite popular tonight, aren't you?" 


The mer slowly turned to face them. As his face came into the light, Shouta's breath froze in 
his chest. 


Dull purple eyes blinked up at him from above the rim of a tight metal muzzle. 


Chapter 2 


The mer in front of him couldn't be older than 13. 
Izuku's age, his mind supplied unhelpfully. 


He was still a pup, but his eyes had a horribly empty, far-away look. Shouta was completely 
numb as the club owner obliviously chattered on and on. 


"You've already paid the entrance fee and we don't have anyone waiting at the moment. So if 
you're interested, Hitoshi is all yours for the next hour!" 


Shouta forced himself back to reality. An hour... he could work with an hour. 


He tore his eyes away from the purple-finned mer and looked down at the club owner. The 
man was smiling up at him with a sickening excitement in his eyes. 


How many times had he done this... how many strangers had he introduced to Hitoshi? 
"I accept," he said, carefully controlling his voice. 
The little man's smile widened. 


"Wonderful. Nobody can resist once they meet him! Now, you're free to do as you please, but 
I'll warn you upfront that any lingering marks will be an extra charge." 


"What about the muzzle?" Shouta asked, fighting the temptation to shove the owner under the 
water until he stopped moving. 


"Think of it as an exclusive tier," the man leered. He produced a key from his pocket. "If you 
want access to that pretty mouth, it costs a bit extra." 


Without pausing to think, Shouta handed over an additional stack of cash. He needed to talk 
to Hitoshi. 


The owner's eyes sparkled as he traded the key for the money. 
"Oh, eager are we? I think you and I are going to get along splendidly." 
He pocketed the cash and turned to leave. 


"Enjoy your time! And don't worry. We know our patrons value their privacy, so everything is 
completely anonymous. Whatever you do in here is your business! There's a shower around 
the corner and some various... items in the drawer there. Please enjoy yourself and visit us 
again soon." 


He shut the door behind him with a click. 


Shouta's shoulders slumped the instant the man was out of sight. 


This was so much worse than he could have imagined. He had wanted to find a mer here, but 
never like this. 


His blood ran cold as he turned to face the boy. 


Hitoshi was floating in the center of the pool, eyes glassy. The boy didn't even look at him as 
he dropped to his knees at the edge of the water. 


As he got closer and looked beyond the muzzle, he could make out more and more 
distressing details about the young mer's appearance. 


His ears were filled with ornate piercings, the skin around them looking irritated and 
inflamed. Beads and sparkling threads had been woven into his hair, glinting in the dim light. 
Shouta was willing to bet that neither of these decorations had been Hitoshi's idea. 


But worst of all were the bruises. 


A rainbow of marks dotted Hitoshi's skin. Yellow, green, blue, purple, and red stood out 
against his pale skin. A thick ring of bruises surrounded his throat and Shouta winced 
sympathetically at the sight. He was certain that even more bruises were hidden beneath the 
shimmering purple scales, but the ones he could see were bad enough. 


Shouta closed his eyes and took a deep breath to steady himself. 

He could do this. Hitoshi needed him. 

"Hey kid. I'm going to unlock that muzzle now, alright?" 

Hitoshi didn't respond. He just stared straight ahead, bloodshot eyes completely empty. 


Shouta swallowed his disgust and carefully reached into the pool. He didn't want to think 
about what was in the water. Soon his sleeves were completely soaked, but he couldn't bring 
himself to care. 


He carefully unlocked the muzzle and pulled it away from Hitoshi's face, grimacing as the 
boy's features came to light. 


Long scars covered the bridge of his nose and the edges of his cheekbones. A small trickle of 
blood slid down his face, dripping into the water. 


As the pressure around his face disappeared, Hitoshi turned those dull eyes toward Shouta 
and spoke. 


"What would you like to do tonight sir?" 


The voice was chillingly calm. Polite and well-rehearsed, like a script he had read so many 
times he no longer needed to think about it. Shouta's stomach twisted as he wondered how 
many times Hitoshi had repeated that phrase. 


He swallowed hard and said, 
"Nothing kid. I'm not going to do anything to you." 


Hitoshi just slowly blinked at him. Shouta settled down by the water's edge, trying to create a 
less imposing silhouette. 


"I'm here to help. No matter what happens, I'm not going to leave you here." 

Hitoshi's brow furrowed at these words. Apparently, that wasn't the response he had been 
expecting. His eyes were still worryingly hazy, but he tilted his head slightly and stared at 
Shouta. 

Shouta tried to smile, but his face felt horribly stiff at the moment. 


"I'm going to call some friends, okay?" 


To his horror, Hitoshi's eyes clouded over at this phrase. He didn't want to think about the 
implications of that. 


There were so many things he needed to know about Hitoshi, but right now he needed to 
make a rescue plan- and fast. 


Keeping one eye on Hitoshi, he pulled out his phone and punched in Mirai's number. The 
man answered immediately, well aware that Shouta was on a mission tonight. 


"Nighteye, I need an extraction plan within the hour. There's a mer here and we can't wait 
until later." 


Rationally, Shouta knew that it would be better to stay here for an hour, leave, and create a 
plan with the whole group. It would be smart to make a detailed rescue operation, but that 
would take days or weeks. Playing it safe was the logical thing to do. 


But the idea of leaving Hitoshi here for even another moment was unthinkable. 
Mirai's frustrated sigh confirmed his thoughts, but the man didn't argue. 

"Is the mer small enough to fit in the van?" 

"Yes. He's not fully grown." 

"I'll send Vlad to your location immediately. What's the security situation?" 


"At least two guards at every entrance, so 8 at the minimum. Cameras on every level, but I 
don't see any in my current location." 


"Find a panel so I can get into the system." 


Shouta got to his feet, forcing himself to look away from Hitoshi as he scanned the walls. 
After a moment, he spotted a digital panel that controlled the room lights, music, and 


temperature. He ripped the panel out of the wall and pulled a small device from his pocket. 
He clamped it around the exposed wires and waited for the light to turn green. 


"I have a connection," Mirai confirmed. "How long can you stand by?" 
"No more than one hour." 
"Vlad should be able to make it in time. Are there any other mers in the building?" 


Shouta paused, unsure of the answer. He felt like the owner would mention it if he had other 
offerings, but it was always possible that there was another mer stashed away somewhere. 


He returned to the edge of the pool and carefully waved a hand in front of Hitoshi's face. 
After a long moment, the boy raised his head. 


"Help is on the way. We're going to get you out of here tonight. Do you know if there are any 
other mers here?" 


Hitoshi just looked at him with those vacant eyes. Shouta worried that he wasn't processing 
anything he was saying. He had seen dissociation a few times and Hitoshi's eyes had an eerily 
familiar look to them. 


He couldn't blame the kid. It was probably the only way he could protect himself from his 
surroundings. 


Just as he was about to give up and reply to Mirai, Hitoshi shook his head. 
"There aren't any others?" 


He got a slow nod in response. A small feeling of relief rushed through him at the 
confirmation. The more mers they needed to save, the harder it would be to ensure they all 
got out. But it would be easier with just one pup. 


No matter what happened, he was getting Hitoshi out of here. 


Chapter 3 


Hitoshi's awareness ebbed and flowed like the tide. 


One minute, he was watching the dark-haired human pace around, talking quietly on his 
phone. Then the lights went out and he felt hands reaching into the water. 


Dull resignation coiled in his gut as bare skin touched his scales. So this was a customer who 
liked to do things in the dark. He went limp, ready to accept whatever happened next. 


Then something cold and slimy slid across his gills and his mind shut off. 


The next thing he knew, he was floating in a small tank, bumping around in the enclosed 
space. Strange rumbling sounds surrounded him, but there was no hint of music or neon 
lights. 


He turned his head back and forth, trying to shake away the hazy feeling at the back of his 
mind. This was new and new things were never good. 


As he looked to his left, he caught sight of the dark-haired human from earlier. He had freed 
his hair from the ponytail and removed his fancy jacket. When he noticed Hitoshi's gaze, the 
man turned and offered a small smile. 


"Hey kid. Are you with me?" 
Hitoshi didn't know how to answer that, but luckily, the man didn't press him for a response. 


"Sorry about the small tank, but it's the best we could come up with on such short notice. Are 
you doing okay?" 


Another trick question. 


If he said he was okay, this human would take it as a signal that Hitoshi could handle 
anything. But if he admitted he was in pain, he would press his advantage and use his 
weakness against him. Either response would lead to the same outcome. 


Hitoshi was used to the charade by now and he knew there was no way to win. 
So he did the only thing he could and remained silent. 


The human's brow creased and Hitoshi barely repressed a flinch. He should have just 
responded. After all, the human had paid to remove his muzzle and he still needed to get his 
money's worth. 


Struggling to keep his voice steady, he answered, 


"I'm fine. What would you like to do next?" 


The human closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. 
"I told you before that I'm not going to do anything to you. You never need to ask that again." 
Hitoshi filed that detail away. 


This man didn't like to be asked questions. He must be an assertive type who liked to take 
charge. It was hard to keep track of everyone's likes and dislikes, but this human was the 
priority right now. 


He quickly pulled away from his musings as the man spoke up again. 


"I didn't introduce myself before. My name is Aizawa Shouta. And you're Hitoshi, right? Got 
a family name?" 


Hitoshi went still, hands gripping the edges of the tank. 


This was one of the most dangerous types of customers. Aizawa wanted to get to know 
Hitoshi and pretend to be his friend. He was willing to be patient and wear down his 
defenses. 


Despite the humiliation, Hitoshi preferred it when people just treated him like an animal, 
refusing to speak to him or look him in the eye. At least then he didn't feel betrayed when 
things inevitably went wrong. 


Fuzzy thoughts began to crowd his mind, blurring his vision. 
Distantly, he heard Aizawa say, 


"It's okay. Just try to get some rest. We'll arrive in about an hour." 


Hizashi swam back and forth in front of the med bay doors, anxiously tugging at his hair. 


He could hear faint voices on the other side, but nothing was distinct. All he knew was that 
Shouta had returned safely and that he had brought back a young mer. 


Anxiety swirled in his chest. Everything was happening so fast and he didn't know what to 
do. 


Were they prepared to welcome a new mer? What if the kid rejected them? 


From above, he heard a door open and footsteps approach. He immediately surfaced, eyes 
locking onto his mate. 


A sliver of ice stabbed his heart as he saw Shouta's expression. The man's eyes were haunted 
and his movements were slow. He sank to his knees at the edge of the water and hung his 
head with a low groan. 


Hizashi reached forward and gently gripped his mate's wrist. 


"Shou... what happened? Are you injured?" 
Shouta shook his head, eyes squeezed shut. 
"I'm fine," he muttered. "It's... it's the kid." 


Panic shot through him. Terrible images of injuries, broken limbs, and blood in the water 
flashed into his mind. 


"Is he hurt?" 
"No. At least nothing serious. He's got a lot of bruises and scars though." 


Hizashi fell silent, staring at his mate's hunched form. They had dealt with injured mers 
before, but he had never seen Shouta so upset. Clearly, this was something else. 


He propped his elbows against the edge of the pool, carefully folding Shouta's hands into his. 
"Moonlight, what's going on?" he asked, rubbing Shouta's knuckles. 


A choked sob echoed in the quiet room. Tears slipped down the man's cheeks, splashing onto 
their clasped hands. Hizashi squeezed his hand tighter, terror rising in his chest. 


Shouta never shed tears lightly. 


"Zashi... he's been raped. I don't know how long he’s been... It was-it was so easy to get in. 
As long as I paid, they didn't care what I did to him." 


Hizashi let out a soft gasp, tears prickling his own eyes. 


Every time he thought that humanity couldn't sink any lower, something like this happened. 
He squeezed Shouta's hand, focusing on the man in front of him rather than his rising feelings 
of disgust and anger. 


"He's just a kid," Shouta groaned, pulling away to bury his face in his hands. "I don't know 
what to do." 


Hizashi straightened up as he recognized what was going through his mate's head. The man 
already carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. He didn't need to add this extra 
burden of guilt and doubt. 


"Hey... look at me Shou." 


After an agonizing moment, the man lifted his head. Red-rimmed eyes stared back at him, 
brimming with quiet anguish. Hizashi reached up and cupped his face with a webbed hand. 


"You got him out of there. You did that. Because of you, he never has to go through that pain 
again. He's safe now and we'll all help him heal." 


Shouta bowed his head, leaning into Hizashi's touch. 


They sat like that for a while. Not speaking, just silently trying to wrap their minds around 
this new reality. Once his tears had run dry, Shouta wiped at his irritated eyes and cleared his 
throat. 


"Chiyo is running a few tests, but she should be done soon. Will you be able to take him 
tonight?" 


Hizashi gently kissed his mate's knuckles. 
"Of course. I've got the perfect space for him." 


They stayed together until a loud beep echoed through the room. Hizashi squeezed Shouta's 
hand one last time, then ducked beneath the surface as the med bay doors slowly opened. 


Time to meet the newest member of their pod. 
He took a deep breath but recoiled as a powerful scent floated through the water. 
Danger, predator, run! 


Survival instincts flared to life, flooding him with adrenaline. He fought back the primal 
desire to flee, trying to block out the sickly sweet smell. 


As the doors fully opened, they revealed the curled form of a young mer. Large purple fins 
sprouted from his tail and spine, fluttering slightly in the current. Bruises were visible even 
from this distance and he didn't like how lethargic the boy was. 


Sorrow at the sight of the wounded pup calmed his fear a bit, but it still lingered in the back 
of his mind. 


Before he had time to pull himself together, the boy turned to face him. A pair of lilac eyes 
settled on him, white pupils shining through the water. 


Hizashi's breath hitched as one word came to mind. 


Siren 


Chapter 4 


"Okay dearie, we're all finished." 
Hitoshi kept his eyes down as the short woman patted his head. 


"You just need some food and plenty of rest. Your injuries will heal naturally, but Yamada has 
some salves that can speed things up." 


She stepped away, leaning heavily on a cane. The lines on her face seemed to deepen as she 
looked at him, eyes surprisingly tender. 


"Do you need anything? Or does anything hurt?" 
Hitoshi shook his head, scalp prickling where she had touched his hair. 


His mind had drifted in and out during the examination, so he couldn't be sure about what she 
did to him. But there were no new wounds and her wrinkled hands had been surprisingly soft. 


It was a nice change of pace. 

"Very well. If you need anything at all, just let me know." 

He nodded politely, still avoiding eye contact. She gave him a wrinkled smile in return. 
"Okay sweetheart. You're all done here, but take a treat for being so brave!" 


She pulled a piece of fish jerky out of her pocket and held it out. His nostrils flared at the 
smell, saliva flooding his mouth. He rarely got rewards for good behavior these days, so this 
was a welcome change. He reached for the food, careful not to scratch her with his claws. 


"Eat up!" 


Hitoshi obeyed, gnawing on the dried fish. It wasn't quite as satisfying as eating something 
fresh, but it tasted delicious. It also felt good to chew without restriction. 


The muzzle would be back soon, so he needed to stretch his jaw while he had the chance. 


"My my, you've got quite an appetite! That's good. We'll get you up to a healthy weight in no 
time." 


As he finished eating, the small human tottered over to a control panel. 
"T'll see you in a few days for a checkup. Be good for Yamada, okay?" 


His heart sank at these words. 


Of course there was going to be a price for this hospitality. He just hoped that this Yamada, 
whoever he was, wouldn't make his injuries worse. The last thing he needed was more 
bruises. 


A shrill beep rang through the air and the underwater doors started to open. Hitoshi curled in 
on himself, hiding behind his fins. He knew it was bad manners, but he couldn't help it today. 


Hopefully, Yamada wouldn't care. After all, some customers liked it when he was nervous. 


As the med bay doors opened, a rush of cool water flowed over him. It ruffled his fins as he 
slowly turned to face the opening. 


Something shiny glinted through the crack. Hitoshi's eyes widened as he realized he was 
looking at golden scales. 


A mer was hovering on the other side, shining brightly in the well-lit pool. He raised his head 
and stared with wide eyes. 


He hadn't seen a mer in years. This one was a fully-grown male with long blonde hair. He 
was thin, but Hitoshi could tell that there was lean muscle beneath the scales. 


As they made eye contact, the mer flared his fins slightly, green eyes shining with primal fear. 
Hitoshi's heart plummeted as he recognized the reaction. 


The mer already knew he was a siren. Most humans couldn't identify the subtle differences 
that set sirens apart, but a mer would be able to tell instantly. His scent must have given him 
away. 


He watched the mer warily, sticking close to the far wall. 


These next few moments were crucial. The stranger would either attack or flee and he needed 
to be prepared for either outcome. He suddenly wished he hadn't eaten so fast as his stomach 
knotted with anxiety. 


Strangely, the golden mer didn't follow either of his expectations. 


Instead, he slowly relaxed his fins and took a deep breath, gills fluttering in the cool water. 
He made a few small clicking sounds, then offered a strained smile. 


"Hello little one. I'm not going to hurt you." 


Hitoshi stayed where he was and so did the mer. For a tense moment, they stared at each 
other from a distance, each one carefully observing the other. 


Hitoshi didn't dare make the first move. This mer might be alone for now, but one wrong 
move could summon the fury of an entire pod. He hadn't defended himself in years and knew 
he would instantly lose if a fight broke out. 


The mer's eyes softened as the silence stretched on. 


"Everything is going to be okay. You're safe here. I apologize for my reaction, but you caught 
me by surprise. My name is Yamada Hizashi." 


Hitoshi startled a bit at the revelation. 


This was Yamada? They expected a mer to look after a siren? That was unheard of. Even 
from a distance, he could tell that Yamada was fighting against a deep-seated instinct to get 
away from Hitoshi. 


Unless... 
His stomach flipped as he understood the situation. 


Yamada was another prisoner. With those golden scales, he was probably very popular. The 
humans put them together because they didn't know or care about the difference in their 
species. Yamada had to show him the ropes whether he liked it or not. 


A weight dropped into his stomach as everything fell into place. 


The club owners must have gotten bored with him and sold him off. Even though he had 
done everything they wanted, they still threw him away without a second thought. 


He should have been used to the experience by now, but somehow the betrayal still stung. At 
least he knew what to expect at the club. This place was new territory and he had no idea 
what to do next. 


His only consolation came from the fact that if there were other mers here, he wouldn't be the 
sole focus of human visitors. 


Yamada was still watching him. When Hitoshi made no moves to attack or flee, he moved 
forward a bit. Hitoshi let him approach, resigned to his new lot in life. 


The setting might be new, but things never really changed. 

Yamada sniffed a few times, then grinned. 

"I can tell that Chiyo gave you some of her famous fish jerky. Pretty good right?" 
Hitoshi shrugged. 


"If you're still hungry, I've got plenty of food in my cave. Plus the bay is always open for 
business if you want to catch your own meals." 


In spite of himself, Hitoshi's ears perked up a bit. He hadn't hunted in years. 


A painful twinge from his back dragged him back to reality. It would take time to get back in 
shape, so for now he would have to settle for whatever they gave him. 


He could feel Yamada's eyes on him and shifted uncomfortably. His bruises were clearly 
visible in this light. Yamada was probably only this bold because he could tell how weak 


Hitoshi was. 
The mer chirped apologetically as Hitoshi retreated behind his fins, then said, 


"It's getting late, so I'll show you around the bay tomorrow. There's a spare place for you in 
my cave, but we can work out a different sleeping arrangement if you'd prefer." 


Hitoshi huffed softly. 


No mer would want to share their space with a siren. Yamada must be really domesticated if 
he was even willing to offer. 


But right now, he was tired, sore, and lacked the energy to come up with an argument. If 
Yamada had a place for him, he'd take it. 


"The cave is fine," he muttered. 
Yamada smiled and turned around. 


"Follow me then. I think you'll like it! It's pretty new, so it might not feel lived-in yet. But it's 
got great potential!" 


The mer chattered away as he led Hitoshi out of the med bay and through a few 
interconnected pools. Yamada's words washed over him, barely leaving an impact. 


At one point, he darted to the surface, greeting a human who was looming above the water. 
Hitoshi lurked below him, watching the interaction carefully. 


If he wanted to survive here, he needed to learn how this place worked as quickly as 
possible. 


The water distorted Yamada's words as he hovered near the surface. Hitoshi squinted upward 
and identified the human as the one who had brought him in. Long black hair hung around 
his face as leaned over Yamada. Their hands were touching and Hitoshi thought he saw them 
exchange a kiss. 


His stomach twisted as his suspicions were confirmed. New place, same story. 


Yamada didn't linger at the surface for very long. Soon he was back by Hitoshi's side, 
seemingly unbothered by the interaction. Hitoshi silently wished he could brush things off 
that easily. 


It felt strange to swim alongside a mer. Although Yamada occasionally glanced over at him, 
he didn't seem too nervous anymore. His initial wariness had faded, and he seemed to grow 
more and more comfortable as he continued to talk. 


Hitoshi kept his guard up just in case. 


He didn't want Yamada didn't get too comfortable around him. He wasn't sure he had the 
strength to fend off the mer if he tried anything. Not that it would be worth the effort anyway. 


One way or another, people always got what they wanted from him. 


However, there was one thing about Yamada that provided him with a sliver of comfort - The 
mer didn't have any visible bruises. 


Maybe the customers here were gentler. He could barely remember a time when his skin was 
free from bruises and scrapes. The humans that ran this place were strange, but maybe they 
would wait until his injuries healed before putting him on the market. 


He didn't get his hopes up though. 


Chapter 5 


Every mer grew up hearing stories about sirens. 


They were a cautionary tale to keep pups from straying too far from home. Glowing eyes, 
venomous fangs, and clawed hands prepared to drag helpless mers into the inky depths. 


The stories said that they haunted the bones of shipwrecks, luring humans and mers to a 
watery grave. Their songs were laced with poison so the more you listened, the weaker you 
became. 


On moonless nights, Hizashi used to huddle close to his parents, covering his ears to block 
out any noise from the dark water outside. 


In his imagination, sirens had always been ethereal, terrifying creatures that lurked around 
every dark corner. 


But despite the abundance of stories and legends, Hizashi had never met one before and 
didn't know anyone else who had either. They were closer to the realm of folklore than reality 
and a small part of him had written off their existence years ago. 


Now he didn't know what to think. 


The pup swimming beside him was undeniably real and the only thing Hizashi could think 
was that he must be a young siren. A normal mer pup would never trigger his fight or flight 
instincts like this, even if they belonged to a predatory species. But Hitoshi was definitely 
something different. 


Even though his initial panic had dimmed, it lurked at the back of his mind, flaring up 
whenever he caught a whiff of Hitoshi's scent. 


But despite what Hizashi's instincts were telling him, Hitoshi didn't fit the image of a ruthless 
mer hunter at all. Instead, he was small, bruised, and wary of everything that moved. 


And right now, that included Hizashi. 


Shame burned in his chest as he remembered the look on the pup's face when the doors first 
opened. He had barely managed to calm himself before he made a full threat display, but he 
knew Hitoshi still noticed. 


It was his responsibility to comfort this pup and his first reaction had been to make himself 
more intimidating. 


That was the last thing Hitoshi needed right now. 


Hizashi pushed back his primal fear and carefully tucked it away. 


Even if they were different, Hitoshi was just as deserving of love as Izuku. He needed to be a 
stable presence for him, not someone who flinched at the first sign of danger. 


And the first step was getting him settled into his new home. He knew the cave would be 
empty because Kayama was visiting Kugo and his pod. As much as he loved his podmate, he 
was honestly a bit relieved that she was gone. 


She was a dear friend, but she tended to push people's buttons. He wasn't sure how she would 
interact with a pup, especially a siren. It would be good to get Hitoshi settled before she 
returned. 


He paused at the edge of the open water, eyeing Hitoshi. 


He had remained by Hizashi's side as they wound through the pools and canals of the base, 
but his movements were stiff and pained. The current in the bay wasn't too strong, but he 
wanted to avoid anything that might aggravate the pup's injuries. 


"How are you holding up kiddo? Want to take a break?" 
Hitoshi instantly shook his head, shoulders tight with tension. 


Hizashi wanted to stall and let the kid rest, but knew he shouldn't force anything right now. 
Hitoshi was trying to act strong because he was afraid. Eventually, he would be able to 
communicate how he really felt. 


"Okay then. My cave isn't far from here, but let me know if you need a breather." 


He led Hitoshi into the moonlit waters. He kept one eye on the pup, worried he might make a 
break for it. In his weakened state, it would be easy to catch him, but Hizashi didn't want to 
cause additional trauma. 


To his relief, Hitoshi didn't try anything. Hopefully, he had realized that this was a safe place 
that he didn't need to escape from. 


It might have been wishful thinking, but Hizashi allowed himself to believe it. 


The pup's eyes glowed in the dark water, shining eerily as he looked back and forth. A shiver 
ran down Hizashi's spine at the sight, but he carefully controlled his reaction. 


It wasn't Hitoshi's fault that his eyes activated a deep ancestral fear in the back of Hizashi's 
mind. He wouldn't let himself be afraid of this pup. 


But in spite of himself, he still breathed a soft sigh of relief as the cave entrance came into 
view. Things would be better once they were in a safe place, away from the dangers of the 
open water. 


Hizashi led the way into the rough-hewn tunnels, Hitoshi gliding silently behind him. 


The glowing algae on the walls and ceiling bathed the room in dim blue light, but Hizashi 
flicked on a few of the electric lights as well. He suspected that Hitoshi had good night 


vision, but he wanted to be able to see his face. 
"Welcome to my cave! It's still a work in progress, but I think I'm off to a good start." 


Hitoshi just hovered in the center of the main room, careful not to brush anything with his 
fins. 


Hizashi's heart melted at the sight. He looked so small and vulnerable in this new place, 
unsure of what to do next. 


Deciding to take matters into his own hands, Hizashi began the grand tour of the cave. 


"This is the common area. Sorry about the mess. I didn't have time to clear away my tools 
before you showed up. I have a bit of a gift for repurposing scrap metal if I do say so 
myself!" 


He led Hitoshi toward the back of the cave and pulled back a curtain of living kelp. 


"This is where we keep our food stores. You're welcome to anything that looks tasty. It's easy 
to restock, so don't be afraid to grab something if you're hungry." 


To illustrate his point, he pulled out a clam and handed it to Hitoshi. The pup accepted it 
numbly, claws scratching the outer shell. Hizashi split open a shellfish of his own and gave 
Hitoshi an encouraging nod. 


Hitoshi hesitantly opened his clam, but waited until Hizashi took a bite before digging in. 
Despite his initial hesitance, he didn't stop eating until the shell had been licked clean. 


Hizashi forced himself to stay calm as he watched Hitoshi rip into the soft inner meat. He had 
a ferocious appetite that was quite unsettling. But once the food ran out, he quickly reverted 
to his withdrawn attitude. Looking almost embarrassed, he quietly collected the empty shell 
halves and handed them to Hizashi. 


"Thank you Hitoshi. Do you have any favorite foods that we should keep on hand? Even if 
it's not local, my friends can bring you whatever you'd like." 


Hitoshi shook his head. 
"Okay, just let me know if you think of anything!" 
Hizashi drew the curtain closed and guided him toward the hammock alcoves. 


"And this is where we all sleep! I have one other pod member named Kayama, but she's away 
for the next few days. She sleeps here, but you do not want to bother her once she's down for 
the night! I'll give you a better introduction when she gets back." 


He moved onto his space, pulling back the curtain to reveal his hammock and treasure trove 
of sparkling objects. 


"I sleep in here. I'm a sucker for shiny things, even if most of it is junk. If you ever need 
anything, you can always come and visit. I'm not as grouchy as Kayama, so don't worry about 
waking me up." 


Finally, he rose through the water and pulled back the final curtain to reveal the empty 
alcove. A pang of sadness shot through him as he realized he was surrendering Izuku's room. 
Even if the pup had never actually stayed in it, it felt like a betrayal to just give it to someone 
else. 


But Hitoshi was here now and he needed a place of his own. Hizashi knew that Izuku would 
understand. 


Pushing down his feelings, he turned to Hitoshi and ushered him forward. 


"And this one is all yours! It's a bit bare right now, but you can add anything you'd like. 
There's an adjustable heater on the far wall in case you get cold, and I stashed a few trinkets 
in here too. You're welcome to have them if you'd like. I already have plenty and I'm sure I'll 
be able to find more." 


Hitoshi glanced into the alcove, eyes sweeping every corner. 


"This is your space and we'll respect it. Nobody will enter without your permission and 
you're free to defend it as if it was your own territory." 


Doubt flashed behind Hitoshi's eyes at these words. He clearly wasn't used to having personal 
possessions or his own space. Even if it was strange to him, Hizashi was willing to repeat the 
lesson as many times as necessary until it sank in. 


He backed away from the alcove, allowing Hitoshi to examine it more closely. The siren 
reluctantly approached and began to explore the small space. As he went deeper in, his fins 
completely blocked him from view. He fit well enough for now, but Hizashi made a mental 
note to expand the alcove soon. He needed to ensure that Hitoshi feel comfortable in his new 
space. 


Once Hitoshi had explored the various nooks and crannies of the alcove, he re-emerged, 
poking his head through the curtain. 


Hizashi gave him a wide smile. 


"That concludes the tour! You're welcome to explore further, have a meal, or go to sleep. But 
first, there's something I'd like to do for you." 


His eyes caught on the various piercings and accessories that covered Hitoshi's hair and ears. 


"It seems that your ears are irritated by that jewelry. And I can't imagine that it's comfortable 
to sleep with all those decorations in your hair. If you'd like, I'd be happy to take them out for 
you." 


Hitoshi hesitated, clearly torn about what to do. Hizashi waited patiently, giving the pup time 
to make a decision. 


After a long moment, Hitoshi quietly said, 
"You can take them." 


"Excellent! I think you'll be much more comfortable this way. If you just sit at the table, I'll 
get everything out in no time." 


Hitoshi slowly drifted toward the table and settled down on the floor. Hizashi scooped up a 
few tools to make the job easier and glided up next to Hitoshi. The pup kept his gaze trained 
downward as Hizashi approached, his whole body rigid with tension. 


"We can stop at any time okay? The whole point of this is to make you more comfortable, so 
I need you to let me know if I do anything that makes you nervous. I promise I won't be 
upset." 


Hitoshi gave a stiff nod, face set into an impassive mask. Hizashi didn't like that look, but he 
wanted to get rid of every reminder of that horrible place. The sooner Hitoshi was free from 
his decorative chains, the better. 


He got to work, carefully unhooking the various studs and hoops from Hitoshi's ears. The 
sensitive membranes had been ripped in many places and some of the wounds bled when the 
piercings were removed. Hizashi rubbed a soothing balm on each puncture wound, informing 
Hitoshi of everything he was doing. 


As he worked, he took the opportunity to examine Hitoshi more closely. 


Sirens had haunted his childhood nightmares, but that old fear felt ridiculous as his eyes 
trailed over Hitoshi's small, bruised body. In the light of the cave, he could see that the 
differences between them were minimal. 


Although the stories sometimes said that sirens were cursed, undead, or animalistic monsters, 
Hitoshi mostly just looked like a different type of mer. 


Beneath the bruises, his skin had a faint silvery shine. His billowing fins were also larger than 
most pups his age. When he hid behind them, he could almost completely cover himself. 


Hizashi wondered if the stories about glowing scales and venomous fangs were true, but he 
couldn't see anything like that from here. 


The pup's voice was also a mystery. One thing that every legend had in common was the 
hypnotic, paralyzing power of a siren's song. Hitoshi had only spoken a few words and he 
always kept his voice quiet and low. 


Hizashi suspected he had learned how to suppress his song in order to blend in as an ordinary 
mer. According to Shouta, the club owners had introduced him as a mer, not a siren. He 
wasn't surprised that nobody had noticed the subtle differences that set him apart. 


Unless humans knew what to look for, they wouldn't have been able to tell that Hitoshi was 
an apex predator - albeit a young one. If he had been identified as a rare siren, there was no 


way they would have been able to rescue him so easily. He would probably be locked up in a 
research facility somewhere, trapped behind layers of heavy security. 


A shiver ran down Hizashi's spine at the thought. 


He grounded himself in reality, softly threading his fingers through Hitoshi's hair. He 
untangled knots, plucked away sparkling threads, and slipped the beads away from the 
braided strands. His hands were gentle as he worked, careful not to pull or damage the 
flowing purple locks. 


As the process continued, Hitoshi slowly went limp beneath his hands. 
Hizashi leaned forward, checking his face for any signs of distress. The pup's eyes were a bit 
hazy, but some of the tension had bled out of his muscles. Grooming would probably be a 


complicated sensation for him to get used to, but this was a decent start. 


Hizashi began to hum quietly as he worked, hoping that someday Hitoshi would be able to 
sing along. 


Chapter 6 


Hitoshi shifted restlessly in his hammock, staring at the faint glowing algae above him. 


He could hear Yamada moving around on the other side of the curtain. The strange mer had 
ushered him off to bed hours ago, but Hitoshi couldn't close his eyes for more than a few 
seconds. 


At any moment, Yamada could pull back the curtain and force himself on Hitoshi. 


He wasn't sure why the thought bothered him so much. H when it did happen, he wouldn't 
fight back. He had learned a long time ago that it was better to just accept whatever happened 
because the punishment would be far worse. 


But for some reason, Yamada's words kept replaying in his mind. 


"This is your space and we'll respect it. Nobody will enter without your permission and you're 
free to defend it as if it was your own territory." 


He gripped the hammock tightly, burying his claws in the fibers. 
That couldn't be true. 


He had destroyed his territorial instincts years ago. It was hard to view anything as his own 
when he knew that food could be ripped from his hands and strangers could trespass on his 
space at any moment. 


He would have gone insane if he tried to cling to his old habits. 


But something about this small, dark alcove had reactivated his possessive side. Sturdy rock 
walls surrounded him on three sides, protecting him from unseen attacks. The curtain over 
the entrance was heavy and thick, blocking out most of the light from the main cave. The 
heater hummed quietly, emanating warmth through the water. 


Hitoshi had explored the space thoroughly and knew that there were no weaknesses or hidden 
threats. He had even swept all the trinkets into a neat pile, carefully tucking them into the 
comer so he could keep them hidden from view. 


Instincts that he hadn't felt in years were flooding his system, overwhelming him as he curled 
up in the darkness. 


Den, territory, safe, protect, mine, mine, mine 


He had never felt this way about his pool at the club. It was shallow and exposed, always 
flooded with light. There was nowhere to hide and nothing to protect. 


Hitoshi burrowed deeper into the hammock, wrapping himself in his fins. Even though he 
knew it was stupid, he didn't think he could handle it if someone violated this little nook now 


that he had claimed it. 


He forcefully reminded himself that this space was only temporary. Yamada could intrude 
whenever he wanted and take everything away. 


It would be smart to go to sleep and regain some strength. But the subconscious need to 
defend his territory kept him awake long after Yamada turned off the lights. 


The sound of rhythmic clicking pulled Hitoshi out of his light doze. 


He recognized the sounds from the night before. Yamada was a strangely vocal mer, always 
talking, chirping, and humming. If he made this much noise in the open water, he would be 
an easy target. 


Hitoshi stiffened as the sounds grew louder. Yamada was approaching his alcove. 


Before he knew what he was doing, Hitoshi had freed himself from the hammock, fins flared 
to make himself as large as possible. 


Intruder, defend, fight, protect 

But the curtain didn't move. 

Instead, Yamada's voice called out, 

"Good morning Hitoshi! Why don't you come on out and eat some breakfast?" 


Hitoshi stayed where he was, waiting for Yamada's patience to run out. His fins quivered with 
tension as he silently prepared for the worst. 


Maybe the mer would call the humans to teach him a lesson. Or, if he was feeling truly bold, 
he would take on Hitoshi by himself. 


But once again, his expectations didn't align with reality. After a long pause, the mer on the 
other side of the curtain simply said, 


"It's okay if you want to stay in there for a while. But you should really eat something! I'll set 
out some shellfish for you." 


He heard the sounds of Yamada retreating. 


Hitoshi blinked rapidly, staring at the curtain. He had disobeyed an order and nothing had 
happened... yet. 


Maybe Yamada just knew better than to mess with a siren in his own territory. Whether it was 
now or later, the punishment would always come. 


Hitoshi took a deep breath and smoothed back his fins. The appendages were still tense and 
shivery, but he managed to lower them into something resembling composure. 


The idea of personal space was an illusion, but he wanted to pretend it was real for as long as 
possible. So if he left voluntarily, maybe Yamada wouldn't feel the need to invade the alcove. 
The best way to protect his den was to follow instructions and keep the mer happy. 


Hitoshi quickly turned to check the little pile of treasures in the corner. Once everything was 
in order, he slowly peeked his head out of the curtain. 


The bright lights stung his eyes and he let out a quiet hiss. Yamada looked up at the sound, 
ears pricked. 


A smile spread across his face as he spotted Hitoshi. 
"Hi there! How's the new space treating you?" 
"Good," he whispered. 

Yamada's smile widened. 


"Glad to hear it! We can always make it larger if you need more room. I'm already running 
out of space, but that's my fault for being such a packrat. Anyway, come grab some food!" 


Hitoshi slunk out of the alcove, already missing the comfort of the warm darkness. 


He kept one eye on Yamada as he approached the table and picked up a large mussel. Once 
Yamada started eating he followed suit. The mer was careful and deliberate as he ate, pulling 
off neat, bite-sized chunks. 


Hitoshi forced himself to eat slowly, even though the soft inner meat of the mussel made him 
want to gorge himself. As soon as he finished the first one, Yamada wordlessly passed him a 
new offering. 


It might be a trick, but Hitoshi was too hungry to care at the moment. He split open shell after 
shell, relishing every bite of the flavorful, tender meat inside. Soon his stomach was 
pleasantly full. It was a sensation he hadn't felt in years and it made him feel oddly sleepy 
and content. 


His instincts purred, good hunt, rest, den, sleep 
Yamada apparently had other ideas. 
As he scooped up the empty shells, he said, 


"If you're feeling up to it, I think it would be a good idea to explore the bay today. What do 
you think?" 


Hitoshi glanced longingly at his alcove, but nodded. He had already tested Yamada's patience 
once today and he shouldn't push his luck. Even if the food and shelter were just means to an 
end, he didn't want to sacrifice those privileges just yet. 


"Great! I just need to check you over before we head out." 


Hitoshi eyed him warily at these words. Yamada seemed to notice his expression because he 
quickly raised his hands and clarified, 


"It's nothing invasive! Just a few salves and some stretching exercises. Gotta make sure 
you're in good shape!" 


Hitoshi swallowed hard. 


It made sense. Over the years, customers sometimes commented that he looked sickly - all 
elbows and ribs and sharp cheekbones. The club owner hadn't minded, but apparently, these 
humans preferred their mers to be healthy. 


Yamada certainly seemed to be strong and fit, so one of his duties must be to whip Hitoshi 
into shape. 


"You doing okay kiddo?" 


Hitoshi startled, pulled back from his drifting thoughts. Yamada was hovering a few feet 
away, concern flitting across his expressive face. 


"Fine... let's do it," he agreed. 


He let his mind drift as Yamada reapplied creams and salves to his wounds. The ones on his 
ears and face were minor, so he wasn't sure why the mer was making such a fuss. But 
regardless, he stayed still, dutifully accepting the touches and small twinges of pain. 


It was just like the night before, although he felt strangely naked without his various 
piercings and hair ornaments. They were uncomfortable and annoying, but it was easier to 
slip into a submissive mindset when he was decorated in human trinkets. He would need 
another way to access that skill soon. 


Once the medical ministrations were done, Yamada guided him through a series of stretches. 


They pulled at the sore muscles in his tail, fins, and back, but he hid every trace of 
discomfort. By the end, he did feel a bit looser, although random spikes of pain jabbed at him 
whenever he made the wrong move. 


Yamada seemed pleased as they finished up the last pose. 


"Well done Hitoshi! Once you're all healed up, I think you'll be even more flexible than me! 
But there's no rush. If you push yourself too hard, it will do more harm than good." 


A loud ping rang through the cave, freezing Hitoshi in place. As he tried to identify the 
source, Yamada raised a comforting hand. 


"It's nothing to worry about. Just a message from the humans. I'll go check it out." 


He swam over to a panel on the wall and slid back a metal cover. Hitoshi spotted a digital 
screen that had gone unnoticed during the tour last night. Yamada leaned over it, silently 
mouthing words to himself. 


A grin spread across his face. 


"It's from Shouta! He's paddleboarding over the bay right now and wants to check in. Shall 
we go see him?" 


A cold numbness spread through Hitoshi as he pulled himself upright. 


He had hoped that the humans would give him more time to recover, but apparently they 
couldn't wait any longer. 


A small part of him was almost relieved. Everything here was strange and new, but he knew 
what to expect from an encounter with humans. And if Yamada was with him to divert some 
attention, maybe it would be less painful. 


"Let's go," he agreed. 


Yamada led him out of the cave and into the sunlit waters of a bay. Hitoshi had seen some of 
it last night, but the majority of his attention had been focused on the mer. 


Now he could see that the ocean floor was coated in swaying beds of kelp. Fish darted 
between the plants, scales shining in the sunlight. The far side of the bay was visible, but it 
was murky and distant. Manmade structures occupied one edge of the water, boats bobbing at 
the surface and tunnels leading into the main structure. 


As they ventured into the open water, Hitoshi's eyes turned to the far side of the bay. He 
couldn't see any obstacles in that direction. 


But certainly, there was something that was keeping Yamada here. Maybe there were traps or 
nets. It couldn't be that easy to escape. 


He pushed away the rebellious thought. Escape plans always failed and all they ever did was 
give him false hope. It was better to just accept things as they were. 


"Still doing okay?" Yamada asked, forcing Hitoshi to look away from the empty expanse of 
water. The mer's green eyes were fixed on him, extra vibrant in the bright sunlight. 


"Fine," Hitoshi breathed. 


He wished that Yamada would stop asking that. It was harder to stay composed when he was 
always picking at the mask. 


"Just checking! I'm sure it's a lot to get used to." 


A faint splash emanated from somewhere above them. Yamada chirped with excitement and 
darted forward, Hitoshi gliding behind him. 


As they approached the source of the noise, Hitoshi spotted the underside of a flat floating 
object. Arms dipped into the water, propelling it forward. Yamada ducked underneath the 
object and playfully flicked it with his tail. The arms flailed for a moment, trying to prevent 
from tipping over. 


Yamada let out a musical chitter, then poked his head above the surface. Hitoshi followed his 
lead, squinting as the bright glare reflected off the water. 


The dark-haired human from the night before was sitting on top of a floating board. Hitoshi 
searched back in his spotty memory for the man's name. It was... Aizawa. Aizawa Shouta. He 
looked quite different without the fancy suit. 


His hair was tied back into a bun and he was dressed in a black wetsuit. Yamada propped his 
elbows up on the board and sang, 


"Good morning Shou!" 
He pushed himself up and planted a kiss on the human's lips. 


Hitoshi flicked his tail nervously. Was he supposed to do that too? He wasn't sure what the 
dynamic was between these two. Maybe only Yamada could be so forward. 


There was a soft smile on Aizawa's face as Yamada pulled away and it remained there as he 
turned to face Hitoshi. 


"Hey kid. Did you sleep okay?" 

Hitoshi nodded, sensing that this was the response the man wanted. 
"Good. I hope Hizashi's keeping you well-fed." 

Yamada smacked his arm lightly. 


"Of course I am! We had a big breakfast this morning. Although it was a bit simple... any 
chance you could bring us some sardines?" 


Aizawa pulled a face. 

"They make your breath stink." 

"Aww come on! It's no worse than you with your natto." 

"Fine, fine. I'll bring some tomorrow." 

He glanced over at Hitoshi and said, "Don't let Hizashi hog all the sardines." 
"I would never!" Hizashi gasped, clutching at his chest dramatically. 


Hitoshi hung back, watching their friendly bickering. It was a strange sight. Yamada didn't 
seem afraid of Aizawa at all. 


Either he was a very good actor, or he had some genuine affection for this human. After a 
moment, Yamada gestured toward Hitoshi, encouraging him to come a bit closer. 


He obeyed, stopping within arm's reach of the pair. Aizawa leaned forward on the board, 
lowering himself to Hitoshi's level. 


"With everything that happened last night, we never really had a proper introduction. My 
name is Aizawa Shouta." 


"I remember," Hitoshi murmured. 


"What I didn't tell you was that I'm a member of One For All. It's an organization that rescues 
and rehabilitates mers who need help." 


A smile tugged at the corners of his lips. 


"Although we may need to expand the mission statement to include sirens. I didn't recognize 
you for what you were, but I'm glad we were able to help." 


"He's also my mate!" Yamada chipped in, one hand resting on Aizawa's arm. 
Hitoshi blinked, taken aback by this information. 


"It's true," Aizawa confirmed, reaching into the neck of his wetsuit and revealing a necklace 
of golden scales. In turn, Yamada plucked at a black bracelet around his wrist. Upon closer 
inspection, Hitoshi realized it was woven from long strands of dark hair. 


He stared at the pair, stunned into silence. 


Mers mated for life and he couldn't believe that Yamada would willingly tie himself to a 
human. Perhaps Aizawa hadn't given him a choice in the matter. 


Yamada's expression softened as he looked at Hitoshi. 


"I know that you've had some horrible experiences at the hands of humans. It's true that some 
of them are capable of terrible things. But there are also some who are kind and loving and 
willing to risk their lives to help others." 


Aizawa looked at Hitoshi with solemn eyes and said, 


"I know it might take time to believe this, but nobody here will hurt you. We only want to 
help." 


Hitoshi turned this information over in his mind. 


It sounded too good to be true. A mer rescue program just magically found him? Things like 
that didn't just happen, and they certainly didn't happen to him. 


Then he remembered his assessment of Aizawa from last night. He was the type to play the 
long game. He was still softening Hitoshi up with kind words. Perhaps Yamada would take 

up the majority of his attention, but it was only a matter of time before his true colors shone 
through. 


No matter what he said, Hitoshi wouldn't let him get too close. Betrayal was inevitable. 
g > 


Chapter 7 


Chapter Notes 


Trigger warning: There are some (non graphic) flashbacks and references to past SA in 
this chapter. Please take care of yourselves! 


Hitoshi had started to figure out the schedule he was expected to follow. 


Around sunrise, Yamada would start moving around and gather some breakfast foods. Then 
he would summon Hitoshi and they would eat together. 


Hitoshi didn't say anything, but he was quickly getting bored of shellfish. Although the meat 
was tasty, it didn't satisfy his newfound urge to hunt. He sometimes longingly stared at the 
fish, seals, and small sharks that frequented the bay waters, but tore his eyes away whenever 
Yamada caught him looking. 


Once they finished eating, Yamada usually took him into the open water to scavenge for food 
or useful materials. The mer was always on the lookout for scrap metal, shells, and particular 
types of kelp. Somehow he managed to convert these raw materials into tools, nets, and little 
decorations for the cave. 


When they returned, Hitoshi was allowed to return to his den and nap until the evening meal. 


So far, Yamada had honored his promise and hadn't intruded into his alcove. Hitoshi had 
finally managed to calm his territorial instincts enough to sleep while the mer was on the 
other side of the curtain. Now the time spent in his den was the highlight of each day. 


He had also met the second mer that lived in the cave. 


After a bit of initial wariness, she had introduced herself as Kayama. She followed a different 
schedule, always darting in and out. She seemed to like him well enough, but was content to 
leave him in Yamada's care. 


Hitoshi had decided that she was safe to ignore for now and the feeling seemed to be mutual. 


His relationship with Yamada was different. The mer was always nearby, distracting him 
from dark thoughts and providing for him before he even noticed what he needed. 


It had been a week and Yamada still never touched him without permission. Even then, it was 
only to administer salves or pull a stray piece of seaweed out of his hair. 


Hitoshi always watched him closely, but he hadn't seen any hint of lust behind the mer's 
eyes. 


Against his better judgment, he had started to believe that the mer didn't have any sexual 
intentions toward him. Maybe it was just because he was already mated and wasn't interested 
in pursuing anyone else. 


He had no such guarantee from the humans though. 


Luckily, Yamada never left him alone with the humans, not even his own mate. Hitoshi 
wondered if the mer had doubts about their trustworthiness. If so, he never vocalized them. 


Over the next few days, they fell into a sort of daily rhythm. Wake up, eat, scavenge, nap, eat, 
sleep. Anxiety still weighed heavily on Hitoshi’s chest, but the routine provided a bit of 
stability. 


But one day, something new happened. 


As he returned to the cave and dropped his haul on the table, Yamada stopped him before he 
could retreat to his den. 


"Hold up for a minute, will you?" 
Hitoshi froze. This was a change in the routine and changes were always dangerous. 
Yamada seemed to recognize his apprehension because he quickly elaborated, 


"Maybe you've noticed, but algae grows pretty fast around here. It's important to scrape it off 
before it grows too thick, but I know that some body parts are harder to reach. Will you let 
me groom your scales for a bit? At least the parts that you can't reach by yourself?" 


Hitoshi hesitated, heartbeat pounding in his ears. 


He had noticed a growing film of algae over the past few days. That hadn't been a concern at 
the club and it was true that he had become rusty at grooming himself. 


He didn't like the idea of Yamada rubbing his scales like that, but the mer probably wouldn't 
let this drop now that he had brought it up. 


Before the silence could stretch for too long, he jerked his head in a nod. 
Yamada's beamed at him. 


"Thanks kiddo. I think you'll feel much better once you're all cleaned up. Can you go sit at 
the table while I grab a few things?" 


Hitoshi swam over to the designated spot, self-consciously scraping his claws over his tail. 
Green gunk piled up beneath his nails, reminding him of just how quickly algae grew out 
here. 


Compared to Yamada's shining scales, his dull purple ones must look grimy and disgusting. 
For a moment Hitoshi considered turning down the grooming offer. If his scales were gross, 
he would be less likely to attract attention. 


Before he could consider this further, Yamada returned, clutching a cloth, a small scraper, and 
a sealed container. 


"I'm going to start on your shoulders. Is that okay?" 


Hitoshi nodded, trying to prevent himself from tensing up as Yamada approached him from 
behind. The scales on his neck prickled, sensitive to changes in temperature and currents. 


It was a good survival skill to know when danger was approaching from behind, but right 
now Hitoshi wished he could turn it off. 


Even though he knew it was coming, he flinched at the first touch. Yamada immediately 
pulled back, apologizing profusely. 


"Sorry, sorry that was a bit sudden. We don't have to do this right now. Do you want to start 
with cleaning as much of yourself as you can?" 


Hitoshi shook his head fiercely. It wasn't a big deal. He was showing weakness. 
"Keep going," he hissed through gritted teeth. 


Yamada hesitated, but softly touched his shoulders again. Hitoshi forced himself to stay still 
as warm hands pressed against him. 


The scraper gently ran over his scales, pulling off the itchy layer of algae that had settled 
there. It was followed by the soft cloth. Yamada was meticulous, brushing each individual 
scale and polishing it until it shone. 


Hitoshi let out a long breath, willing his tense fins to relax a bit. 


Once he got over the initial nerves, the contact was sort of... nice. He couldn't remember the 
last time someone had groomed his scales and he was certain they hadn't been this gentle 
about it. 


Hitoshi took carefully measured breaths, staring intently at the far wall. He could do this. 


Things proceeded peacefully for a few moments. Then Yamada broke the silence as he softly 
commented, 


"You really do have such beautiful scales." 

"Hey beautiful, ready to have some fun?" 

Hitoshi's breath faltered as the unbidden words flashed into his mind. He choked back a gasp, 
claws sinking into his tail. Yamada paused in his grooming and Hitoshi quickly faked a cough 
to cover his mistake. 


"Do you need to take a break?" he asked, concern lacing his tone. 


"I'm fine," Hitoshi insisted, digging his claws a little deeper. 


The gentle polishing resumed after a moment, but it didn't feel good anymore. 


Hitoshi's skin itched beneath the cloth. Heat crept over his shoulders, burning under Yamada's 
hands. Each scale felt raw and exposed. The urge to flee was welling in his chest, forcing the 
breath from his lungs. 


Yamada's distant voice spoke again, echoing strangely in Hitoshi's ears. 
"I'm very proud of you. You're doing so good." 
"You're always so good for me baby" 


Hitoshi opened his mouth in a silent scream, letting water rush in and out of his mouth. The 
cold, salty taste should have helped him focus... but then Yamada's hands slid off his 
shoulders and down his exposed back. 


They glided downward, ghosting over the scales. The gentle pressure of the polishing cloth 
felt like fire on the vulnerable scales. 


Every nerve was screaming at him to run, to hide, to fight. 


This time, he couldn't stop the shudder than ran down his spine. Nausea rolled through his 
stomach and pressure pounded in his temples. The world was tunneling in front of his eyes, 
the colors sickeningly vibrant. 


Yamada's voice rang in his ears. 

"I think we should stop for now." 

"If you want me to stop, I need to hear you beg." 
Hitoshi's breath hitched. 


He couldn't beg. He was wearing the muzzle. It was locking his mouth shut, silencing his 
pleas, his cries, his long-dead songs. 


The person behind him was too close, their body heat radiating against Hitoshi's back. 


Phantom hands were locking around his throat and forcing his jaw open. Any second now, 
legs were going to wrap around him, crushing his fins in a painful embrace. 


"Hitoshi?" 


He closed his eyes, desperately chasing the familiar foggy feeling that drowned out 
everything else. If he could hide in the safety of nothingness, he would be okay. 


No matter what happened next, he wouldn't let himself remember it. But for some reason, the 
safety of oblivion didn't come. 


Hitoshi's breath quickened and his fins began to quiver. 


He needed this! He needed to zone out and wake up once it was all over. It was the only way 
he had stayed sane for this long and he couldn't lose it now! 


Hitoshi let out a panicked whine as the panic continued to grow, filling his lungs and ringing 
in his ears. He buried his head in his hands, claws digging into his scalp. He wrenched at 
handfuls of hair, trying to overwhelm the fear with pain. 


Webbed fingers immediately gripped his wrists, trying to pull his hands away. 
"Hitoshi! Please let go. You're hurting yourself!" 


He shook his head back and forth, neck aching with every twist and turn. His gills weren't 
pulling in enough oxygen. A voice was saying something, but it was all just noise echoing 
around the walls. 


He stiffened as the hands tightened around his wrists. They were going to pin him down, 
force him to submit. 


A frantic scream rang through the cave, echoing off the walls. Hitoshi couldn't tell if it was 
coming from his own throat or not. 


His chest heaved as he gasped for air, thrashing against the unseen threat. 


Distantly, he remembered that fighting back was a bad idea. He was going to be punished. 
But the thought couldn't stop his rising flood of hysteria. 


A second voice joined the cacophony, ratcheting his panic to new heights. 


There were multiple customers now. Groups were the most dangerous. Their sessions always 
went on for so long as they egged each other on, finding new ways to cause pain and 
humiliation. 


He had to make it stop! 
If his mind wouldn't shut off, he would find another way to escape. 


Hitoshi's wild eyes landed on the nearby table. Without stopping to think, he slammed his 
head against the solid surface. His teeth clacked as colors popped behind his eyelids. 


But despite the pain, he was still conscious. Teeth gritted in a determined snarl, he reared 
back again. 


Arms wrapped around him, pulling him away from his one source of release. 


Hitoshi screamed and thrashed, sobs shaking his frame. He was going to be conscious for the 
whole thing! They weren't going to let him slip away. A female voice shouted something, but 
his frenzied mind couldn't unravel the words. 


As he sucked in a lungful of water, a strange substance flooded his mouth. He choked on the 
contaminated water, nose and mouth clogged with the sickly sweet taste. 


His head spun dizzyingly as it filled his lungs. Nausea rose in a wave and he felt his stomach 
turn over. Vomit climbed his throat, mixing with the strange new scent that was choking him. 


His limbs grew heavy and weak as he inhaled lungfuls of sweet water. Darkness grew around 
the edges of his vision, obscuring everything behind a blurry haze. 


He stopped struggling as the scent dragged him under, stealing his frantic energy. 


Relief rushed through him as he lost consciousness. At least he wouldn't have to be present 
for whatever happened next. 


Chapter 8 


It only took a few moments for Hitoshi to go limp, overcome by Kayama's sedative. Hizashi 
had developed a tolerance to it over the years, but the pup succumbed almost instantly. His 
panicked state and rapid breathing accelerated the process too. 


Hizashi released Hitoshi as soon as he stopped struggling, not wanting the pup's last memory 
to include being restrained. 


The two adults hovered anxiously as he drifted to the floor, fins spreading around him like 
bloodstains. They watched in tense silence, neither one daring to move. 


Slowly, his breathing evened out, gills opening and closing in a steady rhythm. 


As the siren settled into a dreamless sleep, Kayama let out a sigh of relief. She slumped 
against the table, still surrounded by a faint pink cloud. 


"Zashi... What happened?" 
Hizashi couldn't tear his eyes away from the unconscious pup as he responded, 


"I... [don't know. I was grooming his scales and... I thought it was going okay. But I must 
have said something or-or done something that reminded him of that place." 


Guilt shredded his insides at the thought. Hitoshi had been scared out of his mind. Hizashi 
had promised him he would be safe here but now... 


"What did you say to him?" 
He wracked his brains, trying to think of what exactly had set him off. 


The pup had been nervous from the beginning, but that was only to be expected. He seemed 
calm enough at first but things started going downhill when Hizashi said something. 


It had been something about... his scales? 
Hizashi let out an anguished groan as he remembered the wording he used. 
"You really do have such beautiful scales." 


He had called Hitoshi's scales beautiful... after all the work he had done to convince Hitoshi 
that he was more than just his body, he focused on his physical appearance with that 
compliment. It was an idiotic mistake to comment on his beauty when he was in such a 
vulnerable position. 


No wonder the pup had panicked. 


Shame and agony welled up within him as he buried his face in his hands. 


Of course a full grooming experience would be horribly triggering for the pup. An adult was 
sitting behind him, touching his shoulders and back and ignoring his obvious signs of 
distress. 


From the beginning, Hizashi had known that this was a risky idea. He should have pulled 
back, let Hitoshi calm down, and reassured him it was okay to have boundaries. Hitoshi's 
mental well-being was more important than any grooming Hizashi could offer. 


But instead, he had stupidly allowed Hitoshi to lie to him and tell him he was okay with this. 
He couldn't expect the pup to be honest about his feelings. Hitoshi had never been safe 
enough to express his discomfort before, so why would he start now? 


His heart clenched at the memory of Hitoshi's wild, terrified eyes. He had failed the pup 
horribly. 


As he hovered over Hitoshi, his eyes drifted to the pup's new injuries. He had managed to 
stop Hitoshi before he seriously hurt himself, but a large welt had already appeared on his 
forehead. 


His eyes moved lower and all the air vanished from his lungs. 


There were dark bruises flowering around both of Hitoshi's wrists. That was where... where 
he had pulled his hands away from his hair. 


A terrible weight pressed down on his chest at the realization. 


He had grabbed Hitoshi hard enough to leave bruises. He hurt the pup he had sworn to 
protect. 


The bruises matched the rainbow of marks and scars Hitoshi still carried. And now Hizashi 
had left a mark of his own. 


He pressed a hand to his mouth, trying to contain a heartbroken sob. 


The logical part of his mind that spoke in Shouta's voice reminded him that Hitoshi was a 
danger to himself. He hadn't been in his right mind and the wounds on his scalp and forehead 
proved that. If he let him loose in that state, he could have seriously injured himself. 


Hizashi knew it was true, but the rational facts did nothing to soothe his guilt. If he had 
stopped at Hitoshi's first sign of distress, this never would have happened. 


Kayama interrupted his anguished thoughts, fingers wrapping around his arm. 
"Hey, I know that look. You shouldn't blame yourself." 
A hysterical sob burst free. 


"I did this to him! He let me get close and I ruined everything." 


Kayama swam in front of him, forcing herself into his line of sight. Her blue eyes burned into 
him, shining like daggers. 


"The kid has been through hell. That kind of trauma doesn't stay buried forever, so something 
like this was bound to happen eventually. Maybe this time you triggered it, but next time it 
might be me, or Shouta. It could even be some other random thing that doesn't make sense to 
us." 


Hizashi struggled for breath, chest tight with agony. 


"But he's never going to forgive me. And why should he? I drove him to a panic attack, then 
held him down until he was too drugged and exhausted to move. I can't take care of him if-" 


Kayama cut him off, eyes flashing. 


"You want to send him to Kugo? Will you be able to find another mer that's willing to look 
after a siren? Or are you going to let him fend for himself in the wild because you're afraid to 
fix this?" 


"I-I don't-" Hizashi stammered. 
Kayama flared her fins, moving closer so the only thing he could see was her. 


"You know Hitoshi better than anyone else. He's your responsibility. Even if he doesn't 
forgive you, you can't give up on him." 


Hizashi opened his mouth to argue, but Kayama glared at him, gripping his arm firmly. 
"Maybe you messed up today. You'll probably mess up a lot. That's what it means to be part 
of a pod. But you're the best option Hitoshi has and you won't be doing him any favors if you 
try to avoid him after all this." 

"You don't understand!" Hizashi insisted, eyes straying toward Hitoshi's battered body. "He's 
going to hate me. I was acting like those monsters at the club. I can't face him like this. He 
won't want to be around me after-" 

Kayama sharply interrupted, 

"Did you rape him?" 

"I- Of course not!" Hizashi spluttered, eyes wide with horror. 

"Then don't you dare compare yourself to the people he's afraid of," she growled, eyes 
burning into him. "I know you feel bad, but you can't shut down right now. He needs you 


more than you realize." 


Hizashi's arguments died in his throat as he realized the truth of Kayama's words. Even if the 
pup hated him now, the idea of letting someone else care for him was unthinkable. 


This nightmare might set them back to the beginning, but he couldn't abandon Hitoshi. 


Kayam nodded approvingly as he fell silent. 


"There you go. Now think about what he needs. Start with the immediate problem and move 
forward from there." 


Hizashi took a deep breath, trying to calm his frantic mind and heart. 


"He needs... he needs to wake up somewhere safe and familiar. Then he needs to know that 
nothing happened while he was asleep." 


Kayama softened slightly, finally releasing her hold on Hizashi's arm. 


"I can get the video feed recording from Mirai. Show him what happened so he doesn't have 
to wonder." 


"I... thank you," he whispered, fins trembling with emotion. 


Kayama was fiery and sometimes hard to get along with. But in times of crisis, her true 
colors always shone through. 


Hizashi leaned forward and pressed his forehead against hers, unable to vocally express the 
depth of his gratitude. As he pulled away, Kayama gave him a rare, soft smile. 


"You shouldn't be so hard on yourself. You're doing a better job than you think." 


Hizashi smiled weakly, trying to accept the compliment through his lingering feelings of 
remorse and doubt. He knew he wasn't perfect, but Kayama was right. Right now, he was the 
best source of support Hitoshi had. 


Kayama straightened up, flicking her long tail. 


"I'm going to talk to Mirai and Chiyo. It's probably nothing serious, but he might need 
medical attention for that head wound. The sedative will wear off in the next hour or two, so 
we have some time to prepare. I'll be nearby, but it would probably be best if you're the only 
one around when he wakes up." 


Hizashi nodded, determination replacing his paralyzing guilt. Kayama headed toward the 
cave exit. Before she left, she glanced over her shoulder and called, 


"It's going to be okay. Now go take care of your pup." 


The weight of her words didn't sink in until she vanished from sight. Hizashi slowly turned 
and stared at the young siren who was sprawled across the floor. 


His pup... 
Despite everything, those words sounded right. 


Hitoshi might not be his by blood, but he already felt a deep bond with the little siren. He 
wasn't sure what the pup thought of him, especially after all this, but he hoped that their 


relationship was salvageable. 


He carefully approached Hitoshi, watching him closely for signs of pain or wakefulness. The 
pup was still out cold, his cloud of hair obscuring most of his face. 


Hizashi took a deep breath, then gathered Hitoshi's limp form into his arms. He was so light 
and small, it hardly took any effort to lift him. Hizashi gently cupped the back of the pup's 
head, trying to prevent any further neck pain. 


"I'm so sorry Hitoshi," he whispered, folding him into an embrace. "I'm going to do better 
from now on. Everything's going to be okay. I promise." 


Moving carefully, as if he was carrying a precious treasure, Hizashi crossed the cave and 
approached Hitoshi's alcove. Even though it pained him to let go of the pup, he knew that this 
was the place where Hitoshi would feel safest. 


He pulled back the curtain and settled Hitoshi into his hammock, tucking a few sheets of kelp 
between him and the woven fibers. 


Not wanting to intrude into the space any longer than necessary, Hizashi backed away and 
pulled the curtain closed. However, he left a small gap so he could check on Hitoshi without 
trespassing. 


He lingered for a moment, staring at the siren's sleeping face. 


Hitoshi looked more relaxed than he had ever seen him. Hizashi knew that this was the result 
of Kayama's sedative, but he vowed to himself that he would help Hitoshi find this level of 
peace again in the future. 


It was what the pup deserved. 


Chapter 9 


Hitoshi's senses returned slowly. 


The first thing he registered was a soft swaying motion. He felt weightless, surrounded by 
something that was soft and comfortable. Usually, when he came to, he was lying on the 
bottom of the club pool, his body slimy and sore. 


This was different. This was... nice. 


Next was the sense of smell. Instead of cloudy, chemically treated water and the reek of 
humans, he could only smell his own scent. A sweet taste coated his tongue, but it wasn't 
unpleasant. Faint traces of algae, salt, and wet stone mingled with the water. 


Den, territory, safe, mine 
Hitoshi was soothed by the familiar smells. He shifted slightly, oddly relaxed. 


As he slowly began to resurface into consciousness, his ears began to pick up on quiet 
sounds. 


A piece of machinery was humming nearby, sending soft vibrations through the water. Kelp 
fronds swished against each other. Water quietly flowed through his gills, steady and 
rhythmic. 


Quiet clicks echoed off of stone walls. 


He subconsciously turned toward the noises, sluggish mind trying to identify how he knew 
them. A small chirp interrupted the clicks and everything fell into place. 


Yamada. 
Oh Abyss... Yamada had seen everything. 
Hitoshi opened his eyes, suddenly wide awake. 


Light poured into his den from a crack in the curtains, dazzling him as he blearily blinked at 
his surroundings. He tried to sit up, but whimpered as pounding pain erupted in his temples. 


The clicks from outside stopped abruptly. 
Ignoring the pain, Hitoshi quickly freed himself from the hammock he had been lying in. 


He pressed himself against the far wall of his den, eyes fixed on the swaying kelp curtain. 
The urge to protect his territory was overwhelmed by a flood of shame and fear. 


He had messed up. 


The thought circled his aching skull, sinking deeper with every throb of pain. 


Why couldn't he just sit still and act normal for a few minutes? It wasn't even humans that got 
under his skin this time. He had panicked because of a mer. 


Shame curdled in his stomach at the thought. 


He was supposed to be better than this. He had been raised, taught, and trained to be better 
than this. Sirens didn't panic because of mers. They were predators. They weren't supposed to 
be weak or helpless. 


They weren't supposed to crave comfort and love. 
Hitoshi curled his arms around his torso, trying to make himself as small as possible. 


He wasn't anything he was supposed to be. The presence of another adult, even a mer, was 
too much for him. 


What would his mother say? 
Her words instantly forced themselves into his mind, as sharp and cruel as always. 
You're a weakling Hitoshi. Runts like you aren't worth raising. Get out of my sight! 


The memories blurred into words from his captors. Their lessons had been drilled into him so 
deeply, he could feel them in his aching bones. 


You're much better seen than heard. A pretty little thing like you shouldn't fight back. Isn't it 
nicer to just let go? Everyone here loves you so much. Don't you want to be good for the 
people you love? 


Hitoshi let out a choked sob. 


If that was love, he didn't want it. He would be better off alone, unseen and unheard. But no 
matter how much he wanted it, he wasn't even allowed to disappear. He had to keep existing, 
keep being seen and touched and used. 


A shadow appeared in front of the curtain, illuminating the dark silhouette of a mer. Hitoshi 
pressed a hand over his mouth as Yamada's face peered in through the gap. 


His eyes were large and concerned, piercing right through him. 
Hitoshi ducked his head, refusing to look at the mer. Yamada had seen too much. 
He had panicked. He had broken down. He had cried and screamed and fought back. 


Hitoshi buried his hands in his hair, wincing as his claws scraped against fresh wounds on his 
scalp. At least they were wounds that he had caused for a change. 


As his breathing picked up, Yamada's voice echoed through the noise in his head. 


"Hitoshi I need you to calm down. You're going to hurt yourself if you don't let go!" 


He shook his head vigorously, ignoring the burn in his muscles, the pounding in his head, and 
the bruises that twinged with every movement. Ragged gasps tore from his throat as he 
tightened his grip. 


"I'll help you through this. Try to follow my breathing, okay?" 
The mer took exaggerated breaths, tapping the wall as he counted in and out. 


Hitoshi barely registered what he was saying, too caught up in his own head. But somehow, 
his body seemed to know what to do. Despite the fear that was constricting his chest, he 
found himself breathing in and out with Yamada. 


As water flowed in and out of his gills, his claws slowly relaxed. The pain in his scalp ebbed 
and he managed to untangle his hands, clutching them close to his chest instead. 


Yamada let out a sigh of relief. 
"Thanks for listening kiddo. You're doing amazing." 


Hitoshi averted his eyes, pushing himself deeper into a corner. He didn't deserve praise for 
any of this. If Yamada had any brains at all, he would get far away from him. Sirens who 
couldn't hunt were sick, diseased, and useless. 


But instead of retreating, Yamada's voice echoed back to him. 


"It's okay if you need time to adjust. You inhaled some of Kayama's sedative and it takes a 
while to fully wear off." 


Hitoshi blinked, trying to shake away the lingering grogginess. A sedative? Was that what the 
weird taste in his mouth was? If they had the ability to drug him, why did they wait for so 
long? 


Yamada offered a shaky smile through the crack in the curtains. 


"We can talk more whenever you're ready, but please let me offer an apology first. I pushed 
your limits earlier today and I'm truly sorry. It was never my intention to hurt you or cause 
you distress. I can show you proof whenever you're ready, but I swear that nothing happened 
while you were unconscious. I simply moved you to the alcove so you could recover." 


Hitoshi blinked slowly, trying to unravel the words with his aching skull. 
Why was Yamada apologizing? 


Hitoshi was the one who had caused the problem. He was disgusting and embarrassing and 
too weak to defend himself. 


It didn't matter if they knocked him out or made him stay awake. If he wasn't strong enough 
to fight back, others could do whatever they wanted. It was a simple fact that he was weak 


and they were strong. If the mers did something while he was asleep, it wouldn't make a 
difference to learn about it now. 


What was the point in talking about things that had already happened? 


But despite it all, Hitoshi couldn't help but focus on Yamada's tone. There was genuine pain 
in the mer's voice as he spoke. He truly sounded... worried. As if he was actually concerned 
for Hitoshi's well-being. 


It was such a foreign concept, he didn't know how to react. 
Without realizing what he was doing, Hitoshi raised his head and looked up at Yamada. 


The mer was still floating in front of the entrance. His hands and fins were carefully 
withdrawn, nothing passing the border into his territory. 


Hitoshi blinked again. Yamada hadn't intruded, even when Hitoshi had shown how helpless 
he was. 


The mer's gaze softened as Hitoshi made eye contact with him. 


"Are you hungry? Panic attacks are exhausting and food always helps me feel better. Kayama 
brought some fresh octopus if you're interested!" 


Hitoshi didn't reply. It was true that he was hungry and tired and sore, but that was nothing 
new. The thought of fresh octopus was tempting, but the words wouldn't come to him. 


Yamada retreated slightly and said, 


"It's alright little one. You've had a difficult day and I understand that you need time to 
process what just happened. We can move at your pace okay? I'm in absolutely no hurry." 


He ducked out of sight for a moment. Hitoshi stayed where he was, ears straining. 


After a bit of rustling and scraping, Yamada re-emerged with an armful of tentacles. Hitoshi's 
mouth watered at the sight of the tender meat. It was dead, but fresh enough that the color 
hadn't faded. 


Yamada carefully nudged the creature onto the ledge of Hitoshi's alcove. 


"This is all yours if you're interested. Please eat as much as you'd like. I'll be here if you need 
me okay?" 


Hitoshi managed to nod. 
Yamada gave him that strange, soft smile before retreating. 


Hitoshi waited for a long moment, then slunk forward and pulled the octopus deeper into his 
den. He flicked the curtain closed behind him, hoping that Yamada would leave it alone until 
he finished eating. 


Once he reached a safe corner of his den, he tore into the octopus, suddenly ravenous. 
Bitter nostalgia flooded through him as he swallowed huge mouthfuls of tender meat. 


Octopus had been a rare treat back at the club. When he was younger, they sometimes gave 
him an octopus as a reward for good behavior. He suspected there was an ulterior motive to it 
because the club owners loved to photograph him as he ate. 


It was always uncomfortable, but the food was tasty enough that he hadn't worried at the 
time. Those rewards became few and far between as the years went on. 


Despite the sour memories, it felt good to enjoy the treat in the sanctuary of his own den. 
Nobody was watching him here. 


His anxiety settled bit by bit as he ate. He would have to face Yamada eventually and deal 
with the fallout of the grooming disaster. 


But as long as he had food and a den to return to, maybe things would be okay. 


Chapter 10 


Hitoshi carefully peeked out of the curtain, keeping his breaths measured and silent. 


The lights had been shut off, so the only illumination came from the glowing algae along the 
walls and ceiling. Even in the dim light, Hitoshi could see everything clearly. 


The cave was quiet and empty. 
Yamada had finally gone to sleep and Kayama hadn't returned. 
He silently crept out of his den, shivering slightly as he left the warm, dark enclosure behind. 


He hadn't told Yamada, but nights were becoming increasingly difficult for him. It was too 
dark and too quiet for him to sleep. 


Before his capture, he had been nocturnal, but the club had ruined his sense of night and day. 
In this new environment, his old instincts were reawakening and he wasn't sure how the mer 

would handle the news. He couldn't expect Yamada to change his habits just to accommodate 
Hitoshi's strange schedule, so daytime naps would have to suffice for now. 


Hitoshi slunk into the main space of the cave, careful not to brush anything with his fins or 
tail. The last thing he needed right now was to bother Yamada. 


He could see the mer curled up in his hammock, his long tail dangling over the edge. 


Hitoshi still couldn't believe Yamada could sleep in the same space as a siren. He was so 
vulnerable right now. All it would take was a single well-placed bite to ensure that he never 
woke up again. 


Hitoshi shrank at the thought, oddly disturbed by the mental image of Yamada's lifeless 
body. 


The mer was so... bizzare. He had spent all day hovering around Hitoshi's den, offering food 
and words of comfort. Although Hitoshi suspected he wanted to, Yamada never intruded into 
his space and never pressured him to respond. 


Once he had eaten and calmed down a bit, Yamada had even shown him a video recording of 
the grooming disaster. 


Hitoshi hadn't been aware that there were cameras in the cave, but apparently, there was at 
least one. It had captured a video of the entire fiasco. 


Hitoshi had watched with barely contained shame as he saw himself spiral, panic, and lash 
out. The other mers had restrained him once he started hurting himself, but true to Yamada's 
word, nobody touched him once he fell unconscious. 


The image of Yamada carrying him to his den played over and over in his mind. The mer had 
held him so gently... so lovingly. His hands never wandered and his eyes didn't contain a hint 
of lust or greed. 


Hitoshi couldn't understand it. 


If Yamada truly had no intentions for him, why did he bother taking care of him? After all, 
nobody would share their cave with a siren unless they had to. 


But Yamada was making him doubt everything he thought he knew about mers. Could it be 
possible that Yamada was actually different from the others? 


He always did his best to talk to Hitoshi, feed him, and teach him. The mer even offered to 
groom him, although Hitoshi doubted he would try that again anytime soon. He did so much 
more than the bare minimum and it made no sense. 


Everything he did was so intimate so... familial. How could he offer it so freely? Especially 
to someone like Hitoshi? 


It was too much to think about in this silent cave. 
Hitoshi needed time to take everything in. He needed space. 


He quietly glided toward the cave exit, glancing behind him to ensure that nobody was 
following him. Yamada remained fast asleep in his hammock, mouth slightly open as he 
swayed back and forth. 


A small smile quirked Hitoshi's lips at the sight. 
He wound through the short entrance tunnel and slipped into the dark bay waters. 


Faint beams of moonlight glinted through the water, illuminating the dark rocks and kelp. 
With his keen night vision, Hitoshi spotted a few nocturnal species on the prowl. 


None of them would bother him tonight. His scent could be annoying, but at least it warned 
predators to keep their distance. The only things he needed to worry about were humans and 
fellow sirens and he doubted that either of these threats was close by. 


He drifted aimlessly through the dark water, not heading anywhere in particular. 


Thoughts of escape occasionally ran through his mind, but he didn't have the energy or desire 
to follow through with them tonight. He had already dealt with one disaster and didn't need to 
risk another. 


Besides, he couldn't just abandon his den. Even though it was small and difficult to defend, it 
was his. 


His eyes were drawn upward as light sparkled down from the surface. Hitoshi allowed 
himself to rise, breaching the surface with a soft splash. 


It was a clear night with a half moon and thousands of stars. He settled onto his back, staring 
up at the distant pinpricks of light. His body bobbed on top of the waves, rising and falling in 
a gentle pattern. 


Icy air brushed his exposed skin and scales, chilling him slightly. The only sounds were the 
distant lapping of waves against the shore. Despite the cold, he didn't retreat beneath the 
waves. 


Hitoshi let out a long sigh, relaxing into the motion of the current. 
It had been years since he had seen the stars. 


When he was young, his mother kept him buried deep beneath the waves, away from all 
sources of light. Although it was all he knew, he never felt safe in the dark, crushing depths. 
The only company was fellow sirens and the strange, ancient creatures that navigated the 
depths with wide, unseeing eyes. 


Although real monsters plagued his nightmares now, he used to have dreams that he would 
become like the creatures of the deep - grotesque and sightless. 


Once he had to fend for himself, he allowed himself to venture through the upper layers, 
occasionally even peeking above the surface. The light and activity were enthralling, even 
though he knew it was dangerous to get so close to humans and mers. 


That foolhardiness had been his downfall. If he stayed in the deep, dark waters where he 
belonged, he never would have gotten tangled in the poacher's net. 


By all accounts, he should be afraid of the surface. It only ever brought him pain and 
heartache and he knew the risks better than anyone. But despite it all, Hitoshi couldn't help 
himself. 


Somehow, it was difficult to feel afraid under the wide open sky. Out here, he could just 
exist. 


He was inexplicably drawn to the night sky. It was cold and distant, but so beautiful. He 
could almost imagine himself swimming through it, unburdened by the weight of scars and 
foggy memories. 


Quiet, rhythmic splashes interrupted his thoughts. Hitoshi flipped over, tension mounting as 
he searched for the source of the disturbance. 


Was it the mers? Had they noticed he was missing? 


But no... the sound was coming from above the water. Hitoshi squinted into the night, 
eyesight impaired by the reflected flashes of moonlight. After a moment, he spotted 
movement above the waves. 


He recognized the sight immediately. It was Aizawa on the paddleboard again. The man was 
heading into the middle of the bay, traveling with steady, even strokes. He was moving in a 
straight line and hadn't seemed to notice Hitoshi yet. 


Hitoshi ducked beneath the waves, debating what to do next. 


His moment of peace had been interrupted, but he didn't want to return to the cave just yet. 
So far Aizawa hadn't done anything to him, but he also hadn't been alone with the human 
since he had visited Hitoshi in the club. 


No... not visited. He had saved Hitoshi from the club. 


If the human wanted to have some fun with him, he had his chance. But as far as Hitoshi 
could remember, all he had done was remove the muzzle and take him away from that 
prison. 


Torn between fear and curiosity, Hitoshi followed Aizawa from a distance. Arms dipped in 
and out of the water, propelling him forward. 


After a few minutes, he drifted to a stop. The arms withdrew and the paddleboard started to 
sway with the current. 


Hitoshi circled below the board. 


This human was strange. Every time he interacted with Yamada, he treated him like an equal. 
He never demanded affection, and even seemed slightly shy whenever Yamada was too 
forward. 


At first, Hitoshi thought that he had forced Yamada to be his mate, but that theory was 
growing weaker by the day. Yamada may be odd, but there was nothing fake about his 
interactions with Aizawa. He truly seemed to love the human. 


Hitoshi clenched his hands into fists. 


If he was going to stay here, he would need to learn how to interact with the humans. But he 
couldn't do it until he knew what their true intentions were. 


Aizawa was out here in the middle of the night. Nobody was watching. What would he do if 
he found out that Hitoshi was alone and unsupervised? Would his mask finally break? 


He wanted to believe that Yamada was telling the truth. He wanted to believe that he was safe 
here. But until he put Aizawa to the test, he could never be certain. 


It was time to find out what kind of man he was. 


Before he could talk himself out of it, Hitoshi flicked his tail and rose to the surface. Aizawa 
jumped as he surfaced, rocking the paddleboard with his surprised reaction. 


"What the- Oh..." 
He relaxed at the sight of Hitoshi. 


"Hey kid. What are you doing out here so late?" 


Hitoshi shrugged. 


"Couldn't sleep?" Aizawa asked, propping himself up on an elbow. When Hitoshi nodded, he 
hummed in acknowledgment. 


"Me neither. Some nights are just like that I guess. Getting out on the water usually helps 
though." 


Hitoshi nodded, trying to stay calm. He was almost within arm's reach of Aizawa. If he 
scooted a few inches closer, he could reach out and touch the human. As he tried to muster up 
the courage to move, Aizawa flipped onto his back and stared at the sky. 


"Do you know any constellations?" he asked. 
Hitoshi shook his head. 


"I think mers have their own legends and stories about the stars. You should ask Hizashi 
sometime. Unfortunately, I only know some of the human ones." 


He raised an arm and pointed toward a line of bright stars. 


"That's Orion, the hunter. You can usually find him if you look for those three stars right next 
to each other. They're supposed to represent his belt." 


Hitoshi tore his gaze away from the human and glanced skyward. Sure enough, he could see 
the stars Aizawa was pointing to. 


"Those are some of the brightest stars in the sky, so it's usually pretty easy to find them." 


He stared up at them, momentarily distracted from his mission. So humans were interested in 
the night sky too. He wondered how many stories they had. Did each star have its own 
meaning in their mythology? 


"That one is Polaris. It's the North star and lots of people use it to navigate. It always stays in 
the same spot above the North Pole even though everything else moves." 


Hitoshi drank in the new information, staring up at the illuminated sky. 


When he looked over, he saw that Aizawa had turned his head and was smiling at him. Stars 
were reflected in his dark eyes. 


Hitoshi suddenly became aware of how close he was. He had approached Aizawa without 
realizing what he was doing. If he reached out it would be easy to touch the paddleboard. 


The realization sent a ripple of fear down his spine, but he had to know the truth. If he didn't 
test Aizawa now, he would always wonder. 


Steeling his nerves, Hitoshi raised his hand and laid it on Aizawa's arm. The man stiffened 
slightly at the contact, looking at Hitoshi with confusion. 


Although the words tasted bitter in his mouth, Hitoshi quietly said, 

"No one knows I'm out here." 

Aizawa raised an eyebrow. 

"Well yeah... I figured Hizashi would be with you if he was awake. You snuck out huh?" 
He nodded, fighting to hide his rising tension. 

"If you want, we could have some fun. I won't tell anyone." 

Aizawa closed his eyes for a moment, a pained look spreading over his face. 
"Hitoshi, I'm not going to-" 

Hitoshi cut him off, squeezing the human's arm tighter as panic flooded his lungs. 
"You saved me. I have to pay you back somehow." 

Aizawa sat up, face twisted into an expression Hitoshi couldn't interpret. 

"Kid..." 


He straightened up on the paddleboard, blocking out the light from the moon. As he loomed 
over Hitoshi, words tumbled out of his mouth in a rush. 


"Please just get it over with! I'm tired of waiting for something to happen! Am I supposed to 
ask for it? Is that what you want? I can take it! I can take anything you want to do. I'm not 
weak, okay?" 


He let out a choked gasp as Aizawa's warm hand settled over his. The man was staring at him 
with frightening intensity, a haunted expression dominating his face. 


"Hitoshi, please listen to me." 
He fell silent, panting for breath. 


"I have never lied to you. Nobody is going to hurt you here. You don't owe me anything. You 
don't have to pay us back with your body or with anything else. The way you were treated 
before was... it wasn't normal. I know that mindset is going to be hard to break, but I swear 
that you're safe here." 


"But if nobody wants me... why am I here?" he whispered, voice tight with emotion. 
Aizawa let out a wounded noise and gently squeezed his hand. 


"Of course, we want you here. But it's not because you're supposed to do something for us. 
You're a child who deserves a place to rest and heal." 


"But everybody does things for a reason. If I can't give you anything, then why... why did you 
do it?" 


Aizawa lowered himself onto his stomach, bringing himself down to Hitosh's eye level. 


"You're worth more than what you can give to other people. You don't have to do anything to 
deserve love and respect. It's given freely." 


Hitoshi's breath hitched. 
That wasn't true. It couldn't be true. 


If he was deserving of love, then why had he been denied it his whole life? Why had every 
scrap of kindness come with a terrible cost? The cruelty of humans, sirens, and mers alike 
couldn't be a coincidence. 


Therefore, if Aizawa was telling the truth, then there was something wrong with him. He 
must be broken, flawed, and worthless. 


Tears welled up in his eyes, burning in the cold night air. 


Before Aizawa could say anything else, Hitoshi pulled his hand away and dove beneath the 
waves. The cold water shocked his skin, washing away the hot tears. 


He panted for breath, swimming blindly forward. 


He hadn't meant for things to go so far. But now the human knew about his hidden thoughts, 
his fears, his warped worldview. 


Even in his vulnerable state, Aizawa hadn't taken the bait. Hitoshi gave him every 
opportunity, but the man kept his hands to himself. He seemed disgusted that Hitoshi would 
even suggest such a thing. 


Hitoshi's stomach knotted painfully. 


Aizawa would never be able to look at him the same way again. He had seen how dirty, how 
perverse Hitoshi was. He had been tainted by his time in the club and now the human knew 
it. 


Hitoshi dove deeper, burying himself in a bed of kelp. Loud sobs racked his frame as he 
curled into the embrace of the plants. 


Why was he so messed up? Why couldn't he believe people when they told him that things 
were different here? 


Through his sobs and hiccups, he heard a frantic voice echo through the water. 
"Hitoshi! Hitoshi, where are you?" 


It was Yamada. 


Hitoshi curled in on himself, shaking with misery. He didn't deserve this level of concern. 
The mer was awake in the middle of the night, braving his fear of the dark waters because 
Hitoshi had left without warning. 


It would be better for everyone if he just slipped away and left them all alone. 


But damn it... he wanted to be held. For once in his life, he wanted to believe it when 
someone told him he was going to be okay. 


"Hitoshi!" 
He let out a broken sob and cried, 
"T-I'm here!" 


Yamada's clicks grew louder and louder until he was right on top of him. Before the mer 
could react, Hitoshi launched forward and pressed himself against Yamada's chest. 


The mer let out a strangled chirp. 
"Oh baby... what happened?" 


Hitoshi just clung to him, arms and fins trembling with emotion. He didn't dare raise his 
head. He didn't want to see the look on Yamada's face. 


After a moment of hesitation, Yamada's arms wrapped around him. The touch was 
comforting, but loose enough that he could pull away if he wanted to. The moment the 
embrace settled around his shoulders, Hitoshi broke down. 


He sobbed into Yamada's chest, sides heaving with emotion. Shivers wracked his frame. 


He didn't even know why he was crying. Maybe it was fear, relief, anxiety, or some twisted 
combination of all three. 


Nobody had ever held him like this before. 


Yamada's hands weren't trying to take anything from him. Instead, they were warm and 
strong and reassuring. They promised safety and love and all the things he had been denied. 


Hitoshi didn't know how long he stayed like that, wrapped in Yamada's embrace. 


All he knew was that he never wanted to let go. 


Chapter 11 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Soft humming pulled Hitoshi from sleep. 


The vibrations buzzed against the sensitive membrane of his ear, tickling the left side of his 
face. Although it felt a bit strange, Hitoshi snuggled closer, chasing the contact and warmth. 
He didn't know where he was, but his instincts told him that he was safe. 


A gentle hand brushed through his hair and he melted into the touch. 
"Sweet pup... you really needed this, didn't you?" 


He blinked slowly, turning his head toward the voice. Glints of metal sparkled on the edges 
of his vision as he looked around. Green eyes smiled down at him, shining with warmth. 


Hitoshi just stared into them for a moment, trying to figure out what was going on. Then the 
memories came flooding back to him. 


Oh... oh. 
He was in Yamada's hammock, cradled against the mer's chest. 


His face grew hot with embarrassment and he ducked his head to avoid looking at Yamada. 
The mer let out a concerned chirp and loosened his hold on Hitoshi. 


"I understand if you need some space. I just... you didn't want to let go when I brought you 
back here. Is this okay?" 


He didn't know. 


Hitoshi should be afraid that the mer was so close. He was in the mer's territory, practically 
laying on top of him. It would be sickeningly easy for Yamada to pin him down if he wanted 
to. 


But that fear was being drowned out by how nice it felt to be held and rocked like this. 
He didn't know how to express the feeling though, so the silence stretched on and on. 


"Do you want to go back to your own hammock?" Yamada offered, releasing his grip on 
Hitoshi. 


Hitoshi let out a small gasp as the mer pulled his hands away. His exposed skin stung as the 
comforting touch was withdrawn. Too desperate to care about what happened next, he 
nuzzled against Yamada's chest, silently begging to be held again. 


"Okay, that's fine! I'm here for whatever you need." 

Arms wrapped around him again and Hitoshi went limp in Yamada's embrace. 

He bit back a sob as the mer began to stroke his hair. The gaping wound in his heart was 
tearing open with each passing moment, but the pain was nothing compared to the sheer 
tenderness of Yamada's actions. 

He wasn't made for these gentle touches. 

Sirens had evolved to be cold, independent hunters. They didn't... he wasn't supposed to want 
this. Everything in his life had pushed him to be hard, stoic, and unfeeling. But now his 
defenses were crumbling with the smallest brush of kindness. 


Overflowing with emotion, Hitoshi started to sob into the mer's neck. 


Yamada made soft coos and sounds of comfort, holding Hitoshi as if he was something 
precious. As if he was an innocent mer pup who deserved comfort from a parent. 


But Hitoshi knew the truth. He didn't deserve this moment of peace after everything he had 
put Yamada through. 


"I-I'm sorry," he sniffed, chest aching with the weight of his misery. 
"You have nothing to be sorry for," Yamada chided. 

Hitoshi shook his head vigorously. 

"But I... snuck out and... you had to-to come after me. I'm a b-burden." 
Yamada trilled sadly and began to rub small circles into Hitoshi's back. 


"You're not a burden! Please don't ever say that about yourself. No matter what, I will always 
come looking for you. It's nothing to apologize for." 


Hitoshi didn't believe him, but it felt so nice to hear those words anyway. Unwilling to argue 
anymore, he cuddled closer to Yamada, tension bleeding out of him with each passing 


moment. 


He was surprised at how natural it felt to nestle into the mer's arms. Maybe he was a failure 
as a siren, but if he could hold onto this feeling for a little longer, he didn't care. 


As Yamada ran his fingers through Hitoshi's hair, a small sound emerged from the back of his 
throat. 


Hitoshi stiffened, surprised by the unfamiliar rumble. He looked up at Yamada nervously, but 
the mer just beamed at him. 


"I don't... what was that?" he whispered, brushing his claws over his throat. 


"Sounded like a purr to me," Yamada smiled. "Some animals make that noise when they're 
happy. Maybe it’s a siren thing! I’m a little jealous. I can make a lot of weird sounds, but 
that's a new one." 


Hitoshi swallowed, startled by the revelation. 


He had never heard another siren make that noise and it had never escaped from his own 
throat until now. But if it represented happiness and peace... maybe it wasn't surprising that 
he had never heard it before. 


Yamada cooed softly and rubbed his cheek against Hitoshi's hair. 
"Oh, my little Stargazer. It's nothing to be ashamed of." 

He blinked as Yamada's words registered. 

Stargazer... 


Hitoshi was no stranger to pet names and titles. Nearly every customer had their own special 
name for him. 


If they were feeling creative, they might say something like angelfish or guppy. But more 
often than not they stuck with classics. He had been called a whore and a slut so many times 
that the words had practically lost all meaning. 


But Stargazer was... an unusual pick. They were bottom feeders with some of the ugliest 
colors he had ever seen. Their grotesque faces always looked grumpy. 


"Stargazers are ugly," he mumbled. 


"I think they're charming!" Yamada insisted. "Plus, Shouta told me that you're interested in 
constellations. Seems fitting to me." 


He let out a soft huff of laughter. 

"You're so weird." 

"Maybe so. But it's my job to embarrass my pup!" 
Warmth spread through Hitoshi's chest. 


His pup... It made no sense, but it felt so good to hear those words. Even though sirens and 
mers were sworn enemies, he couldn't deny the feelings that were flooding through him. 


His instincts were at peace, filling his mind with thoughts of safe, leader, parent, home, 


safesafesafe 


Maybe this was what love was supposed to feel like. 


Recovery wasn't easy or linear. 


There were days when Hitoshi withdrew from everyone, refusing to emerge from his den for 
days at a time. 


Sometimes even a gentle touch could send him into a spiral of fear and panic. Paranoia was a 
constant companion for the first few months and everything that moved seemed like a threat. 
When the dark thoughts caught up to Hitoshi, he would pull his hair and pick at his scales 
until they bled. 


But there were also good days. 


Hitoshi began to indulge his wild side, taking down larger and larger prey. Although his 
songs were still buried deep, he began to hum quiet tunes to himself. He often spent nights 
with Aizawa, admiring the dark skies and learning about distant planets and solar systems. 


On really good days, he would approach Yamada and shyly ask for help with grooming. 
And as time went on, the good days slowly began to outnumber the bad. 
The one thing that was constant was Yamada and his love. 


He was present for the good days and bad days alike. He brought Hitoshi food and gifts when 
he was lost in his mind. He encouraged his desire to hunt and provided hugs and comfort 
wherever he could. 


Every day, Yamada reminded him that he was safe and loved. And eventually, Hitoshi was 
able to believe it. 
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